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ABSTRACT

TEACHER BIAS IN ELEMENTARY SCHOOL AND THE FACTORS THAT AID IT
Camara U. Douglas
July 8, 2016
This thesis examines teacher bias in elementary school through a thorough
investigation of prior research focused on this topic, along with historical accounts of
African American education. The basic question of the thesis is: To what extent does
teacher bias affect the educational experiences of African American students and lead to
a persistent educational gap between African Americans and whites? The study found
that teacher bias of African American students does exist particularly those from lowincome neighborhoods. Moreover, the biases are based on certain assumptions that can
be traced to the historical discrimination of African American in education, as well as
assumptions about how African American cultural capital and socioeconomic status
influence their value of education. In conclusion, the findings suggest that although
policies and guidelines exist, there is room where personal biases based on stereotypes
impact 5 decision making points and 8 judgement areas that negatively influence
disciplinary dispositions and the academic evaluation of African American students. Not
addressing racial discrimination and disparities in education reflects institutional racism,
the continued subordination of minorities and control of white privilege.
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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION

In American culture, education is regarded as the ticket to a successful career and
the key to achieving the American Dream (Johnson 2014). The federal government has
instituted numerous guidelines governing education, each state has the ability to regulate
those policies, and citizens in every state have the ability to go to primary and secondary
schools for free if they choose to do so. Yet, there are differences in the educational
experience and the level of educational attainment for students in different neighborhoods
and some within the same school (Lewis-McCoy 2014). While children may live in close
proximity to other peers they are often worlds apart when it comes to the type of
education they receive (Kozol 1991). Although there are many differences a child may
experience in their education journey based on school funding, teacher preparation, and
school facilities, among other factors, this thesis examines how teacher bias in specific
decision-making points in the education system can hinder the educational experiences of
African American students and contribute to the persistent educational gap.
Numerous studies have examined the educational gap. While some scholars
describe it as being an “achievement” gap (Gillborn 2008, Kao and Thompson 2003), and
others as an “opportunity” gap (Milner 2012), in this study the educational gap refers to
an all-encompassing notion with multiple facets such as lack of opportunities, minimal
1

resources, and other components identified in the achievement gap research.
Achievement gap research examines the inability of children to achieve levels of
knowledge consistent with their peers. An example of the achievement gap would be two
kids in the same grade and in the same school district who are given similar materials, but
their level of understanding of the materials are different. From that example there can
be potentially several different factors could aid in producing this disparity – including
impermissible factors such as discrimination. The opportunity gap speaks to the irregular
disbursement of opportunities in side of the school system. An example of the
opportunity gap would be kids in the same school with the same academic record who are
not offered the same opportunity for advance placement courses. It may also be the
failure to provide access to certain school funded tutoring programs to similarly situated
students based on discriminatory practices.
Disparities in education as a result of the achievement and opportunity gaps can
be observed in the data on school enrollment, descriptions and suspensions by race. For
example, according to the Civil Rights Data Estimation 1 the total enrollment (1st through
12th grade) for the school year 2011-2012 consisted of 15.9% African American and
51.7% white students. The same data identified that 8.8% African American and 60.8%
white students were gifted and talented. With regards to suspension rates more white
students (53%) received some sort of corporal punishment compared to African Americas
(34.6%) but more African American students (43%) received more than one out-ofschool suspension compared to white students (31.6%). Similarly, more African
Americans (41.5%) received expulsions without educational services compared to white
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Civil Rights Data set located at (http://ocrdata.ed.gov/StateNationalEstimations/Estimations_2011_12)
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students (36.8%). Interestingly, more white students (42.2%) received referrals to law
enforcement than African American students (27.4%). In respect to pre-school
suspension rates a larger percentage of African American students (53.6%) received one
or more out of school suspensions than white students (23%).
The data while not reported proportional to the population by race does highlight
the disparities. However, without context one may believe that African American
students behave worse and therefore they are subjected to higher suspension rates. Also,
if that assumption was the case then there should be higher rates of African Americans
being expelled and referred to law enforcement. These statistics raise the questions: Why
are African Americans being suspended more if they are not being expelled at the same
rate? Why are African Americans students being supplied with educational services after
expulsion at a lower rate? Why are African American preschool students being
suspended at such a high rate but with a small rate of expulsion?
In many instances it is school teachers who make decisions on suspensions,
referrals and other behavioral issues along with the educational outcomes of students. It
is within this context that this study examines teacher bias and the impact this can have
on educational disparities for African American students and which can help to better
understand the statistical data described above
Factors that contribute to educational disparities is important given that the US is
a meritocracy society where it is believed that hard work in school allows one to have an
occupation that will provide for their family. With discrepancies in our educational
system there is leeway for certain groups of students to end up with a lower educational
attainment, which in turn can provide them with less than suitable income to provide for
3

their families. This is already observable in the US Labor Force Report (2011) that show
disparities in types of jobs and weekly wages by race
(bls.gov/opub/ted/2011/ted_20110914.htm).
The data show that the highest amounts of white workers (34.8% males and
41.5% females) are in management and professional related jobs. The lowest category
for white males is service work at 13.6% and lowest category for white women is natural
resources, construction and material at 0.9%. On the other hand, the highest category for
African American males is production, transport, material and moving at 25.1% and the
highest for African American women is management and professional related
employment at 33.8% and service work at 28.3%. The lowest category for African
Americans is natural resources, construction and material at 11.9% for men, and 0.7% for
women.
The impact of these disparities can be observed in the data on poverty where
20.2% of whites live below the poverty line while, 56% earn over $50,000, 26% above
$100,000, and 5.7% above $200,000 (ww2.census.gov/programssurveys/demo/tables/p60/252/table3.pdf). In other words, the majority of whites who
because of the types of jobs they have and wages earned are more likely to have a middle
class lifestyle and live in middle class neighborhood. Conversely, there are 38.8% of
African Americans that live below the poverty, and 35.7% that earn over $50,000, 11.9%
above $100,000, and 1.8% above $200,000. These totals relay that a large number of
African Americans occupy low paying jobs and live in low income neighborhoods.
Thus, in many instances African Americans cannot opt out of their neighborhood
school, or move to a “better neighborhood” for a “better school” (Pattillo, Delale4

O’Connor and Butts 2014, Rhodes and DeLuca 2014). Having less economic mobility
limits the ability of any parent to live or move into an area where their child’s school will
be one that will provide them with an education that can break this cycle. As a result,
education as a ticket to the American Dream remains a dream for many African
Americans because of the persistence of an educational gap.
As was mentioned before, the term “education gap” is used throughout this thesis
to refer to both the achievement and opportunity gaps. Some of the research reviewed
support the arguments and rationale that continues to aid in the perpetuation of the
education gap. Such studies tend to focus on the student, family, and/or culture as the
source of the problem (Ogbu 2008). The use of these non-structural variables to explain
the disparities in educational achievement trend to absolve the education institution of
any responsibility (Ainsworth-Darnell and Downey 1998). This allows the society to
blame the victim rather than address any structural issues that impact educational
achievement (Ainsworth-Darnell and Downey 1998).
However, there are other modes of research used to analyze educational
achievement which do examine society’s failures towards students, including race and
racist assumptions, as factors which produce student under achievement (Dee 2004,
Diamond 2006, Ladson-Billings 1998, McIntosh, Girvan, Horner et al. 2015). The body
of literature included herein examines both structural and non-structural factors that can
contribute to the educational gap. However, the research relies heavily on the literature
that adopts a more structural approach to explain disparities in educational attainment
based on race (Diamond 2006, Irvine and Irvine 1983, Thompson 1997). This body of
literature offer a clearer view of why a substantial educational attainment gap persists
5

inside a country that portrays itself as being on the cutting edge for social justice and
diversity. Educational research notes that the educational achievement gap is still
prevalent due, in part, to the absence of a true method and practice for addressing the
racist foundation upon which America was built. Those racist assumptions, prejudices,
and biases have been woven into American society as the norm and exist in the minds of
Americans as common beliefs (Thompson 1997).
To understand how societal beliefs shape the educational attributes, and then in
turn reaffirm those societal beliefs about African Americans, it is necessary to also
examine the history of African American education. The early accounts of African
American educational history were dominated by whites’ perspectives and has substantial
influence in the construction of the formal education system as we know today. Racism,
was not an explicit part of the white dominated literature that reported on African
Americans and education in the late 19th to early 20th century, it is however part of the
larger discussion on the educational disadvantage of African Americans in today’s
educational institutions.
Negative societal beliefs and stereotypes about African Americans framed
educational initiatives undertaken by the government at varying levels, during
reconstruction (1865 to 1877). These initiatives, were shaped by the societal views
regarding African Americans along with the literary interpretations of dominant white
writers (White and Bentley 1956). The dominant view during this era was that African
Americans lacked aptitude for formal education (Butchart 1988). This perspective was
highly influential in the structuring of the educational system that was provided to
African Americans through government support at the time. This biased approach to
6

African American education can be linked to the current disadvantages that African
Americans still face in education today.
Contemporary literature indicates that the history of structuring African American
schools and education opportunities, as well as the underlying basis behind school
segregation, are overlooked by those who frequently write policies that affect African
Americans today. According to this scholarship, it is important to accept the idea that the
United States’ education system is built around racist assumptions, and to attack that
system one must first acknowledge that the institution itself was built on racist
foundations (Diamond 2006, Ladson-Billings 1998, Morris 2001, Thompson 1997,
Walker 2000, Walker 2001). Further, Thompson (1997) suggest that failure to reeducate
society about those racist undertones gives the appearance that our society still agrees
with those negative ideas and beliefs. He suggests that reduction can also address teacher
bias and the impact on African American students.
An African American child can experience teacher bias as early as primary
school, and such experiences can also have lasting effects on how the student views their
educati0onal experience and their possible educational outcome (Cooper, Crosnoe,
Suizzo et al. 2009, Halvorsen, Lee and Andrade 2008). The racial bias the students
experience leads to lower educational attainment when compared to their peers. This
study is based on the assumption that racial thinking in U. S. society affects all those
living there and that this way of thinking affects actions and decisions knowingly and
unknowingly (Mills 1997), including school teachers at all levels of the educational
system.
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With this understanding, this study specifically focuses on the decision making
points of elementary school teachers as plugs where discretion can potentially be used to
hinder the educational potential or outcome for African American students. The
variables that aid in formulating teacher bias are examined utilizing the definition of race
(based in the United States), the historical experiences of African Americans in
education, racial thinking and its impact on how cultural capital and socioeconomic status
intersects.
Purpose of Study:
The purpose of this study is to better understand how teacher bias towards African
Americans can contribute to the existing educational gap based on race. An examination
of teacher bias is important because teachers’ treatment of their students, particularly at
the elementary school level, can have lasting effects on the potential of African American
students to achieve a level of education that is consistent with the full potential of their
educational ability.
The current thesis is guided by the following research question: does teacher bias
affect decision making and hinder the educational experiences of African American
students? It specifically looks at teacher bias in elementary schools. Moreover, teacher
bias is examined in a historical context showing how the experiences and positions of
African American students were shaped in the past as well as today. Teachers can have
set, preconceived notions and beliefs regarding the level of possible educational
attainment for their African American students including their possible level of
performance (Rosenthal and Jacobson 1968). For example, these biases can manifest as
8

higher rates of school discipline for African American students (Pas, Bradshaw and
Mitchell 2011), higher rates of diagnosed learning disorders for African American
students (Skiba, Poloni-Staudinger, Simmons et al. 2005), or other forms of
discrimination towards the students (Mickelson 2003). Thus, although the current public
school system that exists in American society is shaped around the theme that each
student has equal opportunity and access to the same education, a prevalent gap still
exists regarding the educational level students are able to achieve even within the same
school (Begeny, Eckert, Montarello et al. 2008, Clayton 2011, Halvorsen et al. 2008,
Michael-Luna and Marri 2010, Posey-Maddox 2014, Tyson 2011).
The current thesis is not simply a result of pursuing a research interest. It is
reflective of both a combination of life experiences and research interests. As I acted as a
TRiO counselor [government funded counselor who works in schools with a high number
of students who receive free and reduced lunch and who are potentially the first family
member to attend college] in the public schools in Louisville, Kentucky for close to seven
years, I witnessed consistently differential treatment regarding the educational
experiences of African American students compared to their white peers many times
over. This experience kindled a thirst for what was originally personal knowledge, and
eventually lead me to the academic inquiry at hand.
Theoretical Perspectives
The main theoretical perspective used to understand racial bias and institutional
racism in the education system is Critical Race Theory. CRT was developed first in the
field of legal research and then examined and used to include the field of education
9

(Ladson-Billings 1998). It is used in this study because it offers a lens through which
disparities in education can be analyzed based on race relations, racism, and societal
practices and how these factors shapes, informs and operates in the educational system.
Critical Race Theory is used in the field of education due to its ability to highlight
components of education that speak to the differential treatment that occurs. The addition
of Critical Race Theory in education allows for researchers to emphasis how race
relations, racism, and societal practices have shaped and informed how our educational
system was created and how it currently operates.
Critical Race Theory is based on five core tenants. First, CRT assumes that
racism is normal, not aberrant and it appears natural and normal to people in the society.
Meaning that racism is embedded in every institution and in the daily social interactions
of people in the US. Second, CRT emphasizes the importance of voice or naming one’s
reality. It insists that reality is socially constructed and that stories provide hidden points
of view. Moreover, the passing of these stories can overcome ethnocentrism as well as
dysconscious racism. Third, CRT sees a need to critique liberalism, claiming that the
sweeping changes needed to overcome racism cannot be handled through liberal laws,
policies, and court actions. CRT insists that mere changes or creation of laws is not
enough to counter the injustices that took place before them or to help in disturbing the
possible ones to come after. Fourth, CRT is adamant that whites are the main
beneficiaries of civil right legislation. Civil Right laws on the surface seem to be geared
towards aiding non-white members of society, further examination details a different
story as to who those laws really aided. For instance, Massey and Mooney (2007)
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explain how affirmative action did more to aid white men then African American men
and women.
The last and fifth core tenant is the understanding or acceptance that a regime of
white supremacy exist and that the privilege of whiteness and the subordination of people
of color is maintained in America (Ladson-Billings and Tate IV 1995, Ladson-Billings
1998). Using CRT allows one to accept and understand that racism is prevalent in
society rather than attempting to use a form of colorblindness to explain the variations in
treatment (Hinnant, O’Brien and Ghazarian 2009, Hoge and Coladarci 1989, Ladd and
Linderholm 2008). This perspective also allows one to see the racism in “colorblind”
rhetoric (Bonilla-Silva 2006) and the extent to which racism is institutionalizing
structured ways.
Critical Race Theory in this study helps to explain how race and racism are
embedded in the American education system. Without the acceptance of racism being at
the root of the American society and that America was created and maintained to have
white control and power over people of color, it may be puzzling and difficult to accept
the fabric that has clothed our society and found its way in to our American educational
system. Placing racism as a historical problem in American education, which has turned
into an institutional problem of racism in the educational system, allows for examination
of disparities beyond the assumption that as individual student performing at a lower
level, or that a teacher displaying bad judgement may have been having a bad day.
Looking beyond those narrow reasons allows one to see that the problem of racial
disparities in education can be linked to persistent, ingrained biases and is therefore an
institutional problem.
11

Increasingly, Critical Race Theory is being used to analyze racial disparities in
education, and it is a tool which can no longer be ignored by the academy in North
America (Gillborn 2006). Upon Critical Race Theory’s inception into education it was
argued that institutional racism was deeply embedded in American society and that the
society was filled with anti-black attitudes of inferiority. Moreover, these attitudes
helped institutional racism shape the assumptions of whites even if they themselves did
not directly discriminate against African Americans. Understanding institutional racism
can help in the process of examining race and ethnic inequalities in various levels of
social policy (Phillips 2011), including that related to education.
Institutional racism is said to be found in every societal United States institution
at both the macro and micro levels. It should be mandatory for each major institution to
examine its policies in order to guard against discriminatory practices. For that to
happen, each institution must first accept that institutional racism does, in fact, exist and
that it is a part of that institution (Bourne 2001). Just prejudice alone is not the main
concern. However, when prejudiced acts turn into engrained social discrimination within
an institution which limits choices, outcomes and life possibilities, then institutional
racism is present (Bourne 2001).
African Americans have historically faced social, cultural and economic
discrimination and given the label of a “disfavored” minority. This label means that all
African Americans are judged as members of a group rather than as individuals. This
“disfavored” minority label suggests that African Americans are unfavorable for
advancement in social situations (Parker 1998). Individuals as racial social actors
receive and reconstruct racial biases that build racism inside of institutions. These biases
12

are developed through group dynamics, and these group dynamics are set up based on the
social order of the groups. As these institutions operate with the best interests of whites,
through being controlled historically by whites, the racism manifested by such
institutions transcends time and place (Lopez 2000).
Institutional racism is not only shaped by overt, outward acts of discrimination, it
is also shaped through the lack of effort, or negligence, to develop programs to aid those
discriminated against. Various ethnocentric views which constitute distorted images of
one race aid in the continuation of institutional racism by the active members of that
institution (Baratz and Baratz 1970). For example, the racist structure of the Jim Crow
South, where African Americans were socially relegated to an inferior status and where a
system of white privilege subjugated African Americans to have second class citizenship
with respects to education, access to jobs, and civic status, was the buttress of the
structure of institutional racism set in place (Bobo 2011).
It is within these theoretical framework (CRT and Institutional Racism) that this
study examines teacher bias and education. It does not set out to prove or disprove that
racism exist in the education system, rather it simply assumes that it does and that it
impacts African American student experiences and outcomes.

Methods
While Critical Race Theory is used to understand teacher bias based on race and
the persistence of institutional racism, an intersectionality is used as the basis of my
methodological approach. This allows for the examination of how race is intersected with
poverty and cultural capital to formulate and make teacher bias acceptable in the minds of
13

the teachers. The idea of Intersectionality was originally coined inside of feminist
research in 1980s. Intersectionality as a research approach incorporates and includes
multi-dimensional explanations for various occurrences that happen in society. This
involves the inclusion and interaction of factors such as race, gender, socioeconomic
status, cultural relevance, and other social variables to explain various phenomenon
(McCall 2005). Prior to the introduction of intersectionality as a research approach,
variables that could have multiple connections to other variables where examined on a
one dimensional level and not examined with the additional knowledge of how different
variables can have an interactive effect.
This study examines how stereotypes and historical beliefs based on race impact
perceptions of African American culture capital and socioeconomic status by teachers in
the public education system of the US. The data for the thesis was accessed through an
examination of a range of multidisciplinary literature on the topic of African American
education, including historical texts on the educational history of African Americans,
sociological and psychological literature that examines teacher bias, and literature which
looked at the importance of a substantial elementary education for the continued benefits
of education post elementary school. Specifically, teacher bias in elementary schools are
examined within the context of implicit/explicit bias based on stereotypes of African
Americans socioeconomic status, parental education, culture, and educational history.
While the research literature in each of these categories discusses teacher bias, some of
the literature does not explicitly use the term “teacher bias.” Instead the literature may
use such terms as “decision making points” to describe how the teacher’s previous
notions of the child affect how the teacher treats the student. Along with literature that
14

explains teacher bias, prior studies that examines the importance of teacher judgement
and how that relates to student outcomes are reviewed.
The literature used in this thesis was gathered in two separate manners. First, the
historical literature was gathered using the text “The Education of Blacks in the South,
1860 – 1935” by James Anderson (1988). The various literature cited in the book was
used to further locate and review other similar studies. The teacher bias literature was
therefore gathered using a literature tree beginning with the latest report that examined
teacher bias in elementary education and including the research most commonly cited in
the teacher bias literature. The literature that specifically focused on bias in American
elementary schools was then interrogated around the research purpose and objectives.
Racialized Terms
There are many terms and concepts that are used in the literature on teacher bias
in elementary schools. These include stereotypes, bias, and discrimination as they relate
to race and racism. This section of the chapter provides readers with a point of reference
to further understand the social construction of race and how it is dispersed through
society with varied consequences for the out group, or African Americans.
Stereotypes
Stereotypes transcend through what individuals perceive and become one’s actual
thoughts when they think about a specific individual or group of people. Years of
negative societal beliefs and imagery have aided in the negative stereotypes of African
Americans. Banaji, Hardin and Rothman (1993) state that “because stereotyped
15

judgments simplify and justify social reality, they are among the most fundamental
psychological events that determine the course of social relations” (p.272). Stereotypes
can be linked to personal judgements whereby a person judges another person or group
based on their own personal judgement regarding that individual or that group (Banaji,
Hardin and Rothman 1993). Along with this view of stereotypes, the white racist framing
of society gives whites space to connect negative images, beliefs, and thoughts about
non-white people to all people of color. Those assumed stereotypes aid in their
discrimination against that sub-group simply based on what they as whites believe to be
true (Picca and Feagin 2007). Stereotypes replicate a mental process involving the ability
to predict behaviors based on impressions which influence judgements. Although these
behaviors are learned under false pretense from presumed images of non-whites, they are
learned very quickly, and they last until a new or positive image takes the place of the
negative one (Amodio and Devine 2006).
While individuals can be exposed to a variety of stereotype about other groups
throughout their lives, it is only stereotypes that uplift their own racial group that have a
lasting imagery affect and influence that individual’s perception of the other group’s
social category (Banaji et al. 1993). That is, while stereotyped influences are received
unconsciously, individuals are selective regarding which stereotypes they hold onto or
retain, and the ones to which they choose to adhere (Banaji et al. 1993). Whites,
throughout history have been the ones who have had the ability and power to construct
the negative social views of others. The negative stereotypes associated with African
Americans are often personified as a threat, hence, causing slim interaction with African
Americans as a safety net for whites. Those assumed threatening interactions then go on
16

to fuel the justifications for their learned, stereotyped images of African Americans
(Picca and Feagin 2007) and consequently their actions towards the group.
These stereotypes are linked to the racialized imagery that exists in our society
through media outlets and personal observations (Quillian 2006). From these images,
which are then translated into stereotypes, it is shown that African Americans are more
often associated with being impoverished, delinquents, and have positions of low
authority when compared to whites -- all of which are negative social characteristics and
biased outcomes when acted upon in discriminatory ways.
Bias
Assumed beliefs or stereotypes usually translate into bias. Similarly, individuals
can act on their biases with negative consequences on the stereotyped individual and/or
group. Discussion on bias revolves around implicit and explicit manifestations.
Interestingly, unconscious personal judgements (implicit) that affect behavior are more
frequent than not (Greenwald and Banaji 1993), and bias and personal attitudes can take
place unconsciously (Banaji et al. 1993). Explicit forms of bias can be easily associated
with stereotypes, but implicit bias can go unnoticed until it is uncovered. Implicit bias
can however be revealed at “decision making points”, which is why it is important to
understand teacher bias as it relates to the educational outcomes of students. “Indeed,
most expressions of race bias reflect a combination of affective and cognitive processes,
and the most commonly reported African American stereotypes are negative in valence,”
(Amodio and Devine 2006).
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Social psychologists have found that people hold onto implicit racial biases that
can be unconscious and uncontrollable at the same time (Cameron, Payne and Knobe
2010). An inquiry has developed in race theory concerning how one should deal with
bias as a moral issue if it is, in fact’ uncontrollable, unconscious, and can be learned
unknowingly. That debate revolves around the need to either pardon discrimination
when it’s done with implicit bias which has been unintentionally performed, or to punish
discrimination in any form in which it may manifest itself (Cameron et al. 2010). Some
say that if stereotyping and or discrimination occur from unconscious bias then there is
no way that one should really be punished for exhibiting such behavior since science
shows that such behavior can take place unintentionally (Bargh 1999). On the other side
of the debate, the argument is that no matter how the biases are formed they are no less
injurious, or deserve no less appraisal or eradication; they still exist and should be
punished due to the mere act of expressing the bias (Lane, Kang and Banaji 2007).
While implicit bias can be difficult to recognize and control, it is still associated
with discriminatory behavior such as non-verbal negativity towards the out-group (Bargh
1999). Along with individual discrimination, acts of implicit bias can also affect criminal
sentencing, and cause one to think that a non-lethal tool is a gun when it is held by a
black man (Cameron et al. 2010).
Within the field of psychology there are two tests commonly used to gauge
implicit bias: the rapid priming and implicit association tests (IAT). During a rapid
priming test individuals will be shown the words “black” or “white,” or a black or white
face image, but only long enough for them to unconsciously assume what was presented
to them. Then the subject is given an action or behavior and asked to judge that action as
18

threatening or troubling. Respondents who were presented with the black image or word
reported higher levels of threatening behavior (Quillian 2008). During an IAT test
respondents are gauged on the speed with which they associate white or black with good
or bad. During this test black is more often associated with bad, and white is more often
associated with good (Quillian 2008). Both of these methods peer into the realm of
implicit bias. It is not merely the words, images, or association tests that display levels of
bias in the individuals. It is also associated with social imagery that was previously
learned and then translated out through the test.
There are two basic strands of research on implicit bias. One strand defines
implicit bias primarily as unconscious in nature and notes that it could be developed from
past experiences which may cause one to have favorable or unfavorable reactions towards
social objects that cause surreptitiously discriminative behavior (Cameron et al. 2010,
Greenwald and Banaji 1995). The other strand defines implicit bias as automatic in
nature, and as conscious attitudes that are triggered automatically. That is, individuals
are aware of their racial bias, but have trouble with controlling them (Cameron et al.
2010). In a society founded on the racial divide and repeated negative imagery of
African Americans, it can be assumed, based on these authors conclusions, that there
have been numerous layers of implicit bias building in the minds of whites for hundreds
of years.
Implicit bias raises concern between virtue and social knowledge. It suggests
that knowing a popular stereotype will lead people to then act in a prejudiced way that
reflects that stereotype (Madva forthcoming). Madva further expresses that those
decisions include, but are not limited to, deciding who to trust, who to hire, who to fire,
19

and who to lock up. “Merely knowing what is statistically likely about a group leads
individuals to act in some respects as if those statistical generalizations were normative,
as if members of that group ought to be treated in a certain was,” (Madva forthcoming).
These generalizations that Madva is speaking of are what can then cause individuals to
act in a discriminatory fashion to other races. The process of racialization, development
of racial ideologies, stereotypes, and biases lead to the acts of discrimination.
Discrimination would not be plausible without the formation of these other factors.
Discrimination
Discrimination is prevalent in many forms of daily social interactions -- such as
employment, housing, credit, consumer interactions, health care, criminal justice system,
and the education system. Discrimination that exists today is more covert as opposed to
being overt as it was during the pre-civil rights era (Pager and Shepherd 2008). Racial
discrimination relates to the unequal treatment of an individual or a group based on their
assumed race or ethnicity. There is a disparate impact when two different groups should
be treated equally based on a set of rules but one of the groups is given more favor based
on its race. Pager and Shepherd (2008) explain that the other component of
discrimination is one that encompasses discriminatory elements that may not have an
explicit racial undertone with its introduction, but can produce a racialized consequence
from that non-explicit undertone. Those include such things as racial disadvantages
which develop through individual or group institutional racial discrimination which
tramples valued opportunities. They conclude that discrimination, unlike prejudice, or
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racism, is an active behavior, although it can be motivated by prejudice, bias and/or
racism.
Modern social psychologists believe it is possible for people to implicitly or
explicitly discriminate even if that discrimination goes against their own self-interest.
With implicit discrimination the actions are based on unconscious mental associations
with a sub-group (Bertrand and Mullainathan 2005). That is to say that if one
experiences having an African American boss, he would be less likely to discriminate
against that African American than if he experienced having an African American coworker. Having an African American boss would allow an individual to see an African
American in a position of power, superiority, and capability. That is not to say that that
particular individual will not discriminate against African Americans, but they may be
potentially less likely to do so.
Discrimination can go beyond just individual discrimination, or small group level
discrimination, and become manifested in large social institutions. This level of
discrimination is what is known as institutional discrimination. The institutional
discrimination can manifest into any social institution or private institution in our society.
Again, it is important to note that without racialization, prejudice, stereotypes, and bias,
neither discrimination nor institutional discrimination would exist.
Thesis Outline
Following this Introduction Chapter 1, CHAPTER 2 examines the historical
trends in African American education through a historiography of various historical
accounts. These trends are examined to seek their connection to the educational
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disparities that exist today. After the discussion on the literary trends, this chapter
examines the impact of desegregation, and pulls out instances of teacher bias throughout
various historical accounts. This chapter serves to highlight the assumptions that were
developed through the use of literature on African American education and how such
assumptions, in turn, became societal assumptions. This chapter also details the racist
undertones of our American education system and how those themes have changed their
outward expression but remained constant over the years. The main purpose of this
chapter is to set a stage for reviewing the material on the educational system that exists
today, “You can't hate the roots of a tree and not hate the tree” –Malcolm X. This chapter
serves as the examination of the roots of the disproportionate education system that exists
today in America.
CHAPTER 3 is the findings chapter and first examines the effect of historical
race-based stereotypes on African American education. It then discusses teacher bias in
contemporary times reported in prior studies and peer reviewed articles. Teacher bias at
5 distinct decision making points is examined. It also looks at how teacher bias is
influenced by stereotypes of African Americans’ cultural capital, and socioeconomic
status. Further, the impact of bias on teacher judgement and disciplinary differences is
explored. This chapter serves to highlight the significance of having a good start in
elementary school and how a good start effects one’s potential throughout their
educational experience or vice versa.
CHAPTER 4 examines the evolution of teacher bias throughout the span of
African American education. This chapter also pays detail to the importance of having a
strong elementary school experience as it relates to skill building, and teacher students
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relationship. There are three school-based policy areas that are examined from a critical
race theory and intersectionality perspective. The three school-based policy areas
examined in this concluding chapter are community and school convergence, dress code,
and zero-tolerance policies. Chapter four concludes with an explanation of possible
solutions to teacher bias as well as ideas for further research.
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CHAPTER II

HISTORICAL TRENDS IN AFRICAN AMERICAN EDUCATION AND RACIAL
BIAS
The opportunity for African Americans to receive public education is often seen
as a basic right given to them at the end of slavery (1865). However, the education
provided to African Americans was quite different from what was offered to their white
counterparts. It was also different from the education originally provided by freed slaves
-- which they saw the best fit for their education. This loosely constructed educational
system provided teaching space that was accommodating to all learning styles, fit the
schedules of the teachers and students, and was free of daily acts of overt racism and
discrimination (Anderson 1988). However, the educational system constructed by freed
slaves did not fit the template of the white schools of the time or comply with the
educational opportunities that whites thought fit for newly freed slaves. Therefore, it
quickly became co-opted and controlled by whites.
As the actual practice of educating the newly freed slaves emerged, negative
societal beliefs regarding the slaves’ educational abilities were continuously reinforced
through the literature of that time (Reconstruction era 1865-1877). This chapter
examines how the literature regarding African American education following slavery to
contemporary times reflected and supported societal beliefs or stereotypes about the
diminished educational ability of African Americans. Next, various instances throughout
the educational history of African Americans where stereotypical beliefs about the
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academic ability of African Americans were used in the construction of the US education
system is examined. Next, the chapter investigates how historical assumptions, beliefs
and stereotypes about African Americans’ educational ability have become standard
biases used to describe and measure the scholastic learning abilities of all African
Americans in today’s schools. Collectively, the discussions highlight how racist
assumptions and pedagogy were part of the foundation of the American public school
system and how they persist in contemporary USA. Equally important, the chapter
argues that the same racists’ beliefs are used to explain racial disparities in educational
achievement.
By examining the various historical and literary trends the chapter assists in
understanding how today we are still confronted with disproportionate education
outcomes and opportunities for African Americans. Throughout this thesis and in this
chapter evidence-based arguments are presented to show that racial disparities in the
education system are prevalent today because of the failure to fully address the historical
roots of racial discrimination in our educational system. Without proper interrogation of
these roots racial and other forms of discrimination have remained and have grown into
the massive Methuselahtic tree of the system we currently have.
It can be argued that the early literature which addressed the issues of educating
African Americans was built around non-structural arguments. Those early arguments
regarding African Americans’ lack of educational ability were built on individual and
cultural beliefs about the assumed inability of African Americans to learn (Anderson
1988). While some literature was written about the need for a change in such beliefs and
the importance of a liberal arts education for African Americans by such authors as
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W.E.B Du Bois, this literature and/or argument was over-looked at the time. This was
primarily because it did not support the agenda of controlling whites and their views on
what kind of education should be permitted for African Americans or reflect the level of
their desired achievement for African Americans. The early arguments did not identify
the structure of the educational system education as a hindrance to the educational
opportunities for African Americans, instead they were based on the negative ideology
whites socially constructed about the intellectual ability of African Americans during
slavery (Butchart 1988). This ideology supported the belief that African Americans were
not `fit’ to be educated, and that they should remain on the plantations to fuel the
Southern economy.
In the following sections of this chapter the literature on the history of African
American education is examined specifically where bias and discriminatory accounts
were displayed. These accounts help in illuminating the biased construction of education
in America as it pertains to African Americans.
Literary Trends in the Historical Accounts of African American Education
This section of the chapter examines how various historical documents on the
education of African Americans potentially aided in perpetuating the ongoing
discriminatory practices we see in America’s public schools today. To better understand
the context of the historical documents the chapter looks at the history, the
epistemological positions of those who wrote and validated these accounts, the emergent
trends and purpose of the different perspectives.
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African Americans were first educated in public schools established by ex-slaves
in their own communities (Anderson 1988). During the antebellum era, 1812 to 1861, it
was documented that education for African Americans was held in a certain high esteem,
while it was simultaneously outlawed. Any slave found attempting to educate
himself/herself or who had an education was forced to suffer various consequences.
Among slaves it was believed that education would be the tool to help them get to
freedom. Nevertheless, once slaves were freed, education was still held in high regard
and schools began to spring up across the former slave states (Alvord 1870). This early
school system, however, was soon influenced by whites who began to shape the school
system in specific ways such as: offering school classes Monday through Friday with the
summer off; limiting the maximum level of education available for African Americans in
public schools and funneling African American teachers into the schools to teach only the
accepted subject matter that dominant whites saw as the height for educated African
Americans (White and Bentley 1956). The white-influenced educational models were
then made available to Freed Men and non-slave African Americans in the North during
slavery.
In a similar fashion, whites also began to control what was being written about the
history of African American education during the early years. Through this white lens,
white appropriation of the schools initially established by freed slaves was justified
because whites argued that African Americans were unable to produce an ‘adequate’
school system, at least not one justifiable through their white supremacist rhetoric
(Anderson 1988, Butchart 1988). A thorough examination of the literature is therefore
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important in understanding how ongoing discriminatory practices in America’s public
schools have been rationalized and continue to affect African Americans students.
Distinct trends in accounts of the history of African American education can be
discerned and organized into three epochs or eras in America’s history (Butchart 1988).
The first era runs from the turn of the 20th century into the early 1930’s around the Great
Depression. The second era extends from approximately the great depression to the
1960’s (with similar rhetoric being visible in the 1980’s). The third era in African
American educational literature concerns the post 1960’s period. Interestingly, each of
the three periods has a specific ideological orientation or focus.
During the first era, literature about African American education focused on two
different ideas. Butchart (1988) describes those two areas of scholarship as being one
representative of the black historian, with a corrective historian approach, and the other
area being the white supremacist views espoused by Southern whites. It is important to
note that while there were African American writers who wrote during this time period,
their work did not support the views of the white supremacist establishment and was
therefore not viewed as valid or substantial.
The African American scholars of this first era spoke of the self-help model of
school, laying large claim on the positive impact of the freed slaves who started schools,
implying that with education African Americans could change their social position in
society (Porter 1936). Also, essential to their claim was that the education system,
because of the influence of whites, had been impacted by racism and negative
assumptions regarding African Americans’ potential in education (Jackson 1930, Swint
1941). Interestingly, while the African American scholars agreed that education was
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necessary, there was no consensus on what type of education best suited African
Americans. The debate among African American scholars was centered on what type of
curriculum was appropriate. Was it industrial, focused on agricultural education, or was
it a more liberal arts education focus similar to the European model (de Roulhac
Hamilton 1909)? In general, the African American scholars of this era not only wrote to
put forth their perspectives on African American education, they also wrote to object to
the opposing side and argued against literature coming from the white supremacists
(Preston 1943).
On the other hand, white supremacists of this era wrote to justify the lack of
support for Negro education based on the racial parameters that were already in place
(Peabody 1918). Their discussion was centered on formulating African American
education so that African Americans could continue to remain in the same agricultural,
slave-like working conditions of the past. As such, white researchers suggested that there
was no need to aid African Americans with funds to address overcrowded classrooms and
their teachers’ lack of experience. The decision to refrain from improving African
American education was, therefore, biased and based on the self-interest of wanting to
maintain a ready supply of cheap industrial and agricultural labor. Their decision was
rationalized by arguing that the Negro was unable to learn beyond a certain educational
level (Noble 1918). Suggestions made by African American researchers at the time were
not considered valid unless they were linked to industrial type education (i.e. Booker T.
Washington). Consequently, black intellectuals such as W.E.B DuBois, who spoke out
frequently against the impact of white supremacy on the education of African Americans,
were largely ignored during this era by the dominant white researchers (Butchart 1988).
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The second phase of literature to emerge on the history of African American
education was between the 1930’s and 1960’s with some of its rhetoric still visible up to
the 1980’s. During this period the literature on African American education attempted to
offer a more conclusive historiography on the educational history of African Americans
(Butchart 1988). This concept was not previously completed since prior literature was
enthralled with white supremacist thought mainly in the Southern states. What was
accomplished in the post 1930’s phase was more of a systematic approach through the
use of data collection to support arguments made (Knox 1947). Also prevalent during
this period were the discussions by African Americans about segregation and Brown v.
Board I (1954), once it was decided. There was much discussion revolving around the
continued disparities between white and African American education with integration and
a return to literature on the influence northern white philanthropists had on African
American education in the South (Low 1952).
During this second era, Butchart (1988) explains that some of the white liberals
writing about African American education took on a new ideological shift which seemed
to have promise for African American scholars of the era. This new ideological shift by
white liberals revealed their belief that whites’ moral values could help them overcome
their biased thoughts against African Americans and allow African Americans to
assimilate fully into society through education (Johnson 1935). This moral judgement
appeared to reveal that some white researchers were beginning to accept the perspective
that the problems in African American education were based on the historic and
systematic structuring of an education system which revolved around race and racism.
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These few white researchers who shared this view began to drop the biased
opinion that African Americans where purely inadequate to be educated. However, this
perspective shifted and arguments for miseducation began to focus more on class-based
issues rather than racial inclusivity (Leavell 1930). Class rather than race was seen as the
main cause for differences in educational attainments. Butchart (1988) asserts that the
class-based shift in the focus of the literature was revolved around three major themes.
These themes were: (1) interracial cooperation; (2) democratic ideals, and (3)
segregation -- which was rooted in topics of integration and liberal progressivism (Haran
1958, Knox 1947).
While white scholars of this time were writing about the integration of
educational space being key for African Americans’ educational advancements, there was
little discussion of racism in education or how racism perpetuated the educational plight
of African Americans (Haran 1958, Vaughn 1964). The overall discussions about
education in this era were seen as more liberal when compared to the era that came before
it, but any discussion of historic connections and existing complications due to slavery
were nonexistent in the literary discussions about African American education at this
time (Cornelius 1983). With the Brown v. Board I (1954) decision and the end of Jim
Crow, white and black liberals assumed the gaps and the differences in education would
eventually dissolve. This assumption was rooted in white liberals’ belief in possible
assimilation through education (Brawley 1974, Caliver 1950, Newby and Tyack 1971).
Also discussed during this era was a revisionist approach to older literature on the
same topic (Reddick 1947, White and Bentley 1956). The older literature was turned into
theories for scholars to use without offering heavy empirical statistical data (Butchart
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1980). This happened at a time when the depth and breadth in the field of African
American educational history research was increasing. This increase was accomplished
by allowing literature that did not completely align with white supremacy or a
segregationist mind set to be heard.
With the emergence of the third period, post mid 1960’s, there was more
scholarship developed relating to the black experience. With this new literature and the
development of Black Studies Programs, the research began to examine the possible
affects slavery as a system and the unjust treatment of African Americans after slavery
had on American society. There was also a connection drawn as to how atrocities during
the time of slavery were infused into the field of education (Butchart 1988).
In addition, with the Brown v. Board I (1954) decision, literature emerged that
supported the decision (Jordan 1955), and literature emerged that was against the ruling
(Bell Jr 1979). The literature against Brown examined the educational gap between
whites and blacks that still exists, and the broken promises of Brown v. Board (Butchart
1988). The discussions regarding the broken promises of Brown are enriched with
discussions of how whites took interracial liberal efforts and produced conservative goals
in terms of the levels of educational attainment reached through integration (Butchart
1988). On the other side of the spectrum, with the new influx of reports and
examinations of Africans in the American slave culture, literature began to surface that
claimed slave culture turned into the culture of African Americans (Moss 1981, Webber
1978). The writers of such reports offered this connection to slave culture as the
explanation for the failure of African Americans to excel in the education setting (Moss
1981, Webber 1978). Meaning that
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The other, more forward--thinking trends in the literature on the education gap
look at poverty, cultural capital, environment, advanced placement testing procedures,
school funding, teacher experience and knowledge, and school/class environment
(Halvorsen et al. 2008). In each of these subcategories there are instances where teacher
bias adversely affects the student’s educational experience. While each of these newer
trends in research literature may or may not exclusively highlight the nature or existence
of teacher bias, they do either indirectly or directly speak of it.
The literary trends observed in the writings on African American educational
history allow one to understand why, although such accounts in retrospect may be quite
troubling, there was no adaptation or modification to certain stereotypical beliefs and bias
practices. In the first two eras signs of the five tenants of CRT can be observed. For
example, the early white writers of African American education felt that their view point
based on white supremacy was the standpoint all should take. Also, there was limited
availability for the voices of the African American writers to be heard or considered to
have a valid opinion. The passing of Brown v. Board was supposed to benefit African
Americans but it did more for the white students. When African Americans questioned
Brown and other civil rights advances they were accused to have liberal positions.
Impact of Desegregation on African American Education
As was mentioned earlier in this chapter, African American education started at
the end of slavery and was conducted in a communal setting. School may have taken
place on a Saturday or Sunday (Sabbath School) or at various times when someone was
available to teach the children and young adults (Alvord 1870, Stinson and Bullock
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1970). These original school houses where set up through a community system and were
predominantly attended by the recently emancipated African Americans.
To fully examine and assess the positive impact segregated schools had on the
African American community, it is important to focus on the interpersonal relationship
between the schools and the communities surrounding them (Irvine and Irvine 1983).
Doing so highlights an aspect of African American education that is not typically
discussed. The literature discusses how the school was the community and the
community was the school prior to Brown v Board I (1954) and during segregation (Bell
Jr 1979, Epperson 2005, Hanushek, Kain and Rivkin 2002). Inside the African American
communities, teachers and principals lived among the students, and the segregated
African American schools were surrounded by a community consciousness that called for
students to attend school (Irvine and Irvine 1983). This level of community involvement
was lost with the integration of schools. For example, after the Brown v. Board I (1954)
decision and the beginning of busing, African American students were not attending
schools in their own community, and they were no longer living in the same community
among their teachers and/ or principals (Irvine and Irvine 1983).
Thus, prior to school integration African American schools was much part of the
African American community. This was seen as a positive value and regarded as good
by some African Americans. Other positive aspects of segregated schools were that
African Americans students had archetypal teachers and cultural appropriate curriculum
and extra-curricular activities. Parents were also more involved with the schools and
there was overall visible leadership of the school principals (Walker 2000) .
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However, there were some negative aspects. For example, Walker (2000) speaks
of the lack of adequate facilities and transportation, shorter school terms, high teacher to
student ratio, and poor student attendance, ----but still insists that these segregated
schools served as a good environment for African American students. Within this
environment, the African American students’ culture was accepted and reflected in the
curriculum of the school, and the school served as a place for the students to escape from
the racism that was prevalent elsewhere in the Jim Crow South (Walker 2000).
White’s perception of these schools as seen in the literature only focused on the
negative aspects concerning the lack of funding. Funding was set up in a way that these
schools remained at low cost functioning levels (Walker 2000). With this interpretation,
the literature untangles how a constructed reality becomes the perceived reality. The
structured lack of funding for African American schools is then translated into an
assumption that African American families and communities choose to poorly fund their
schools. It is hastily and easily forgotten that school funding is influenced by whites and
the white community’s governing forces.
The underfunding of African American schools was also justified because they
were established to train African Americans in agriculture and other low paying jobs
rather than in a liberal arts education (Anderson 1988, Walker 2000). What is important
here in analyzing the debate surrounding segregated schools is the history of
underfunding schools for African Americans compared to the level of funding provided
to schools for white children of the same era. Historically, white Southerners first created
the process denying adequate state aid to certain public schools (Butchart 1988, Diamond
2006, Irvine and Irvine 1983, Walker 2000). Their claim was that the African American
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population did not pay enough taxes into the states to get a reward such as state funded
educational amenities(Anderson 1988). Due to that under funding decision, all African
American segregated schools had to rely on northern philanthropists to provide funds or
count on the small amount of federal money that was available (Anderson 1988, Walker
2000).
During Reconstruction, the literature depicts a work system in the South that
called for the heavy labor of African Americans. The South was still predominantly an
agricultural society with a high demand for field labor (Armstrong 1872, Reddick 1947).
With the influence of white philanthropists from the North who donated money for
schools, there developed a supply and demand for an African American labor force with
limited education for the South (Armstrong 1872). This dichotomy of supply and
demand did not resemble the same supply and demand curve one may think of in the 21 st
century context. Labor was the demand, and the newly freed African Americans were the
supply. It was therefore the demand for agricultural workers in the South that fueled the
supply of poorly educated African Americans to fill those positions (Anderson 1988).
Education in the South was set up to create a system that would limit the potential
of African Americans so they would have to remain in the share cropping Southern
system or way of life (Armstrong 1872, Reddick 1947). The African American schools
in the South that were influenced and supported by whites served two purposes. One
purpose was to establish “colleges” or institutions that would produce teachers, but with
only a third grade level of education. Once the teachers were “prepared” to teach they
would then go back to their community and train African Americans with the same

36

emphasis that was taught to them, which was the need and importance of agricultural
farm workers (Bond 1934).
This process of the white ruling class taking over the schools was not one that
happened overnight. Anderson (1988) shows that Northern white philanthropists came
into the existing African American Southern schools and began to influence their
structure by financially supporting these schools. Although African Americans had
Sabbath schools, they were not considered valid schools because they did not fit the
European model of schools meeting Monday through Friday with structured times and
were therefore deemed unacceptable. Since the Sabbath schools were not accepted as
valid, the education that was taught there was not accredited (Bond 1934). Anderson
(1988) goes on to explain that because the African American education system in the
South was built on unaccredited Sabbath schools, whites were able to step in and
construct an “accredited” system similar to the European model.
The Sabbath schools established by the freed slaves in their own communities
incorporated the freed slaves’ own personal concepts of what education was to them.
Once these community schools began to have white influence they were restructured in
every possible manner. Although the whites who began to influence the structure of the
African American Southern schools came from a liberal education background, the
purpose of the transformed schools was not to provide a liberal education. It was to
reproduce a working class similar to that of the slave class -- but with imagined freedom.
Anderson (1988) suggests that the goal of whites who influenced education for
African Americans in the South was to teach to the 3 rd grade level only. A 3rd grade level
of schooling was enough to impart a false sense of real education and reproduce
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agricultural workers who would continue to fuel the Southern plantation economy.
According to Anderson (1988) whites did not merely want to control the education of
African Americans, they were also interested in controlling their bodies as well.
Education was discussed as a tool to keep African Americans in the South in order to fuel
the Southern economy with plenty of labor (Bond 1934).
When African Americans in the South began to question the educational system,
new programs and institutions such as the Rosenwald Foundation (established in late
1910’s) were started to ease concern. However, Anderson (1988) argues that these new
programs offered false hopes and kept African Americans content with the expectation of
receiving a good education. The Rosenwald Foundation came to the South preaching the
dream of building new schools. The foundation provided large sums of money to build
schools, but the money never equaled the entire cost of the schools. While the
Rosenwald Foundation was active, its overall contributions to schools were minimal and
caused African Americans to put forth a larger portion of the cost for their children’s
education.
The Rosenwald Foundation’s contributions to schools were as follows: all white
schools - 4.27% of the cost; public schools - 63.73% of the cost; black schools - 16.64%
of the cost, and Rosenwald designated schools -15.36% of the cost. The bulk of the
foundation’s money went to public schools which were only occupied by whites at this
time due to segregation. In some states the amount of money given by the African
American community to African American schools was higher than the amount given by
the Rosenwald Foundation. Alabama blacks contributed $452,968 to African American
educational institutions in Alabama during the dominant period of the Rosenwald
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Foundation, and the Rosenwald Foundation gave $248,820 to such schools. Mississippi
blacks contributed $859,688 to African American schools in Mississippi compared to
$539,147 given by the Rosenwald Foundation, and Virginia blacks contributed $407,969
compared to $279,650 from Rosenwald.
It is apparent in some instances the Rosenwald Foundation contributed half of the
amount of money contributed by African Americans. It is important to note, however,
that no matter what amount was contributed by the Rosenwald Foundation, the
Foundation controlled all schools where its funds were contributed. In addition, the
Foundation did not provide funds to purchase the land on which schools were to be built
(Anderson 1988). Instead, the Foundation looked to the community to supply the
additional money needed to cover the cost of the land on which the school would be built,
or the community would literally be required to provide the land for the school. If a
funded school did not perform to the Foundation’s standards, the school would then be
closed, and any money or land provided by the community would be forfeited.
Also, if a community did not respond to the Rosenwald Foundation by building a
school or providing land on which a school could be built, the lack of action was
interpreted as an indication the African Americans in that community did not value
education (Anderson 1988). In any instance, if the school, parents of students, or those in
charge of the school questioned, went against, or rejected the agricultural focus for all
educational instruction, then the funds were rescinded, and the school was closed
(Anderson 1988). Thus, control of the type of education offered to the community was
taken from the African American community in many instances.
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This trend of agricultural education in the South for African Americans did not
change until the migration of African Americans from the South northward in search of
better jobs, education, and better treatment. With this migration Northward, the Southern
schools finally decided to offer what resembled a high school education (Krug 1972).
Although many African Americans did choose to migrate northward, all did not land in
states north of the Mason Dixson line. Some just stopped in cities or states that were
farther north than their original location of reference. Either way, the migration
northwards aided in this new school transition. Was this increased grade level only a tool
to keep African American bodies in the South -- or was it done for the educational benefit
of African Americans? Anderson (1988) discusses this change as being more of a tool
rather than something done with the intention of providing a beneficial education for
African Americans.
As the new system developed offering African Americans a high school
education, African Americans were routinely required also to contribute funds to their
own public education. They had to supply, in some cases, double the amount of tax
dollars required of whites for education (Enck 1970). Such funds were donated willingly
by African Americans with the understanding that their money would be invested in their
children’s education. The funds that were donated, however, went to fund the cost of
books and transportation for white school children. Anderson (1988) asserts this was
possible due to African American schools being deemed undesirable based on the
presence of under educated teachers, a limited curriculum, and poor facilities.
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Teacher Bias
With the integration of schools, not only was the African American community’s
communal focus on the schools lost, the African American school professionals were also
displaced. The integration of schools also meant many African American teachers,
principals and other school officials were without jobs. Although African American
students could be brought to white schools, the white majority did not want African
American teachers or principals in their schools due to the same belief that was prevalent
during the first half of the 20th century -- that African American teachers were ill
equipped and not qualified to teach at certain levels of education. (Irvine and Irvine
1983).
Other challenges that surfaced during the era of integration involved the new
relationships between African American students and white teachers. Some African
American students were under the false impression they were doing well at school based
on the teachers’ politeness towards them (Irvine and Irvine 1983). In reality, this air of
civility was due to the teacher allowing African American students to fantasize about
their achievements. The fantasizing, as discussed by Irvine and Irvine (1983), was
possible because white teachers had low expectations for the African American students
based on their assumptions correlating with the students’ race. Thus, a teacher having
pity for her African American students translated into a false assumption on the students’
part that they were doing well -- since the teacher seemed pleased with them in class.
This assumption regarding the teacher’s level of satisfaction was founded on
similar stereotypes of African American intellect carried over from segregated schools
and the Jim Crow era. Aside from individual teacher’s disregard for their African
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American students and their aptitude, there were some counties throughout the South
which completely rejected the notion of integration all together. One such account is
detailed by Bonastia (2009) who describes the actions taken in Prince Edwards County,
Virginia in 1959, and five years after the Brown v. Board I (1954) ruling. Prince Edward
County, Virginia still had not integrated its public schools, and had no intention of doing
so. After receiving pressure from the government, instead of integrating its schools,
Prince Edward County, Virginia decided to close the doors of its public schools for five
years. The mere threat of African American students mixing socially with their white
students left a stain on the history of Prince Edwards County, Virginia. While these
public schools were closed, the county shifted all of its white students who could afford it
from public schools to private schools.
This action by the People of Prince Edward County, Virginia revealed the fear,
concern, bias, and animosity whites had towards African Americans when it came to the
integration of school. They felt as if the mere presence of African Americans sitting
along-side their white children in public schools would taint their minds and in some way
make their white student education meaningless. The power, choices and actions
exercised by the white people in Virginia is illustrative of tenant 5 of CRT. That is,
where a regime of white supremacy and the privilege of white is used to subordinate
people of color and maintain a white America.
While there is some literature that describes the experiences of African American
students’ integration into white schools where they were regarded as unfit, there is very
little literature that documents the historical experiences of African American teachers
before and after segregation. That category is that which details the experiences of the
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African American teachers during the process of desegregation (Morris 2001). The
question of why this potentially informative aspect is left out of the history is one that can
be very troubling. The purpose of integration was to have shared educational
opportunities and amenities (same facilities, teachers, and extracurricular activities) for
all children, but the purpose of integration has been spun as if it was just to save the
African American children from their inadequate schools. Engaging in such rhetoric has
alienated the experiences of the African American teachers and the possible impact they
had on African American education prior to segregation and in general (Diamond 2006,
Morris 2001, Walker 2000).
Information regarding the experiences of African American teachers in segregated
schools can speak to how stereotypes and misinformation concerning alleged inferior
student experiences were mitigated (Morris 2001, Walker 2000). The African American
teachers had a different view of the purpose of segregated schools, which was to maintain
white superiority over education (Morris 2001). After Southern African American public
schools as a system were co-opted by whites, whites then had the ability to justify and/or
invent “real education” --since they controlled the overall institution of education itself
(Anderson 1988).
Their control over the educational system allowed whites to input their methods
into the new integrated schools across America. Integration served as a mixing of bodies
not as a means of creating an equal share of educational amenities, opportunities and
experiences in the same building (Walker 2000). This view is largely held by African
American teachers present during the transition from segregation to integration and has
been silenced (Morris 2001). It is their belief that for integration to have real substance,
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the historic issues revolving around segregation need to be addressed. Without having to
address the purpose behind segregation, which was maintaining white control, once
schools integrated there was no discussion of the power dynamic associated with
integration (Morris 2001). Whites continued to have power over education almost like
the passing of kingship.
When Southern African American teachers in the segregated system are spoken of
inside the field of African American education, they are more often than not labeled as
victims of an oppressive circumstance (Walker 2001). This victimization does reference
the fact that they had a rough time while teaching in schools with lackadaisical resources,
or that they had to work in conditions close to those of servitude due to the lack of federal
funding (Walker 2000, Walker 2001). What this labeling lacks is the reasoning behind
their victimization. A picture has been painted asserting that their circumstances were due
to the fact that they were African Americans in the South alone, and not due to outside
white influence which controlled funding and other structural circumstances (Walker
2001).
This portrayal of African American teachers is one that does not speak to their
actual championship accomplishments of using the bare minimum which was provided to
create a suitable environment wherein African American youth could be educated
(Walker 2000, Walker 2001). The white agenda and white control over education were
further supported by diminishing the important roles played by African American
teachers.

The silencing of the African American teachers who taught during segregation

is yet another example of the arguments made in CRT, particularly tenant, that is, the
freedom and power to tell of one’s reality. They actual lived the reality of successfully
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teaching African American students. Their opinions where not seen a valid due to the
race-based stereotypes that they themselves where subjected to; hence their voices where
left out of the literature describing African American education history.
Concluding Thoughts
This chapter examined the construction of the literature on the history of African
American education, identified various occurrences throughout the history of African
American education which can potentially be linked to the construction of teacher bias,
and connected the historical accounts to the more contemporary discourse on educational
disparities for African Americans. From an examination of the original influence of
white control over the education of African Americans, one can see that white
assumptions built around the perceived inabilities of African Americans during slavery
were carried over into the educational realm and became the basis of perceived notions
regarding African American’s inability to be educated (Irvine and Irvine 1983).
The belief that African Americans are not suitable to be educated with white
students, or receive the same education as white students has, shifted from an argument
about perceived abilities to one that is about accessibility (Johnson 2014). This
accessibility, as described by Johnson, looks at how whites’ accumulated wealth has
allowed them access to the “right” schools, in “good” neighborhoods. Conversely
African Americans are perceived negatively when they cannot provide the same
opportunities for their children. The shift in argument from ability to access still lays
blame on African Americans as they are criticized for their economic short comings
within a system that was rigged to create such shortcomings. Then they are negatively
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judged and labeled because they cannot afford to access a good education for their
children. To understand how to adequately deconstruct the new arguments about the
disparities of African American education, one must have an understanding of both the
roots of racial disparities and its persistence in contemporary arguments. The
information presented in this chapter provides the background which will permit one to
understand both roots.
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CHAPTER III
FINDINGS: TEACHER BIAS IN ITS MANY FORMS

There is large body of literature that examines the disparities that exist in
education between African Americans and whites at each level of the education system.
Many scholars offer their analysis on the root of the problem as well as ways to look at
the disparities and/or the achievement gap to find ways to solve the problem. The
varying theories for the causes of the achievement gap include but are not limited to
cultural deficiencies of students (Ogbu 2008), levels of student poverty (Skiba et al.
2005), race of student to race of teacher matching (Downey and Pribesh 2004), assumed
inherent learning deficiencies (Riegle-Crumb and Humphries 2012), structure of schools
(Diamond 2006, Kozol 1991), teacher education level (Matias and Zembylas 2014),
teacher/ parent interaction (Cooper et al. 2009), and environmental circumstances the
student may face outside of school (Ullucci and Howard 2015). In most of the literature,
race itself is downplayed, regarded as being an unbarring factor, or spoken about in
arbitrary terms when identifying the reasons why student performance disparities exist
(Bonilla-Silva 2006).
Avoiding discussions of race, or speaking about race in non-specific terms allows
the blame for student performance disparities to be placed on the individual. Lewis and
Diamond (2015) asserts that many researchers today speak of race and its consequences
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as just a set of ideas, identities, or attitudes. Thus, they leave out the power and resource
relationship that contributes to race distinctions as well as the historical distinctions of
race and the barriers that come along with it. Dismissing the true relationship race has
with power, resources, and its historical connections allows individuals to assume that
race stands alone by itself as a variable, and diminishes its possible connection to
individuals’ choices or reasoning.
The limited or lack of consideration of how race, resources and educational
opportunities contribute to educational disparities corresponds to a broader trend in
America of “blaming the victim” for his or her inability to achieve the proverbial
American Dream (Johnson 2014). Recent prominent arguments of educational disparities
center on a non-structural theory cite “oppositional culture” among African American
students as the main reason for the education gap. This oppositional culture is described
as an underclass of African American students who oppose dominant white culture in and
out of school. As a result differential cultural practices are identified as the reason why
African American students are not succeeding in education, or why they do not believe
education is what they need to be successful (Ogbu 2008).
In this findings chapter, educational disparities are observed and discussed using
an intersectional methodological approach. Education performance disparities are
studied by examining the interactive effect of race with socioeconomic status/class and
gender on the experiences and outcomes of students in primary schools in the USA. The
analyses consider historical and contemporary perceptions of teachers about African
American students and their families which can contribute to broader educational
disparities. This study did not look at the impact of race on males and females separately,
48

both genders are examined together. Looking at each gender separately or focusing on a
single gender could create the risk of missing some key disparities associated with race.
By grouping both genders together, the study was able to openly examine teacher bias as
it relates to African American students as a group. Some prior studies do look at the
intersection of race with males and females separately but the research that specifically
focuses on African American males and educational disparities relies mainly on school
punishments and how that affects educational disparities. This study has a broader focus
on teacher bias and its impact on both male and female students with the understanding
that there can be unique experiences of differential treatment towards African American
male and female students. Additionally, given that a large number of teachers in the
public school system are white females this study understands that this could have an
interactive effect that is important to investigate, however it is beyond the scope of this
research.
The main inquiry herein explores how teacher bias can potentially influence
teacher decision making points and aid in creating educational performance disparities
among African American students. Although there are set rules and policy guidelines in
schools that are used by teachers to assess performance and behavior there are at least
five key teacher decision making points in a student’s educational process where a
teacher can use discretion. These include (1) treatment of students, (2) discipline,
(3) evaluation of students, (4) rewarding students, and (5) motivating students in the
classroom. First, treatment of students refers to how the teacher addresses the student,
the teacher-student relationship, and the teacher-parent relationship as well (Hoge and
Coladarci 1989). At this decision making point, a teacher’s decision can be influenced by
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certain assumptions and expectations regarding a student that impacts how that teacher
connects with the student. Examples include not calling on students, not valuing a
student’s input, and assumed negative perceptions of parents.
Second, discipline as a teacher decision making point refers to how a teacher
decides to punish students for certain behavior perceived to be offensive. For example, a
biased teacher may decide to punish one student for exhibiting the same behavior another
student exhibits without reprimand (Lewis and Diamond 2015). Third, evaluation refers
to how a teacher assesses a student’s academic performance and school behavior.
Teachers have the ability to give positive or negative evaluations based on their personal
judgement towards a particular student. In some cases, this judgement the teacher has
can be totally based on their own perceived perception and may have nothing to do with
the students’ actual ability to perform. Within this decision making point, a teacher may
elect to accept a student’s prior labeling, particularly if the student has been labeled a
“trouble maker,” rather than conducting their own evaluation (Van den Bergh, Denessen,
Hornstra et al. 2010).
Fourth, the concept of reward relates to how a teacher may give or withhold
praise in the classroom based on a student’s behavior or educational success. Bias may
come into play as the teacher decides which student receives praise and what behavior is
regarded as favorable. Fifth, motivation comes from the teacher-student relationship.
Teachers have the ability to motivate students based on the climate in the classroom
(Begeny et al. 2008). If a student does not feel like the classroom is a good environment
for them to learn, based on how the teacher may or may not perceive them, that student is
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affected by that teacher-student relationship. Motivation also comes from how the
teacher rewards their students and which students gets those rewards in class.
Some researchers suggest that it is necessary to change or adapt a different style
of teaching to alleviate teacher bias and assist teachers with connecting with their African
American students (Emdin 2016, Thompson 1997). All five of the touch points discussed
above are examples of typical, everyday decisions teachers make, and each touch point
involves the possibility of bias influencing the decision making. Quite often each of
these decision making points are linked to a student’s performance and outcome. The
decision making points are interrelated and the decisions accumulate moving from
possible subtle bias to broader patterns of educational disparities.
Teacher bias is less frequently considered when analyzing the achievement gap or
educational disparities. However, there are studies that may use the term teacher bias
(Riegle-Crumb and Humphries 2012) while others that lean towards that notion talk
about bias in terms of teacher choices or preferences when analyzing student achievement
(Bailey and Boykin 2001, Dee 2004, Downey and Pribesh 2004, Fan, Williams and
Wolters 2012, Riegle-Crumb and Humphries 2012, Speybroeck, Kuppens, Van Damme
et al. 2012). In particular, teacher preference or treatment of students refers to how
teacher rate students differently based on their own assumptions. These differential
ratings have the potential to influence a child’s performance in class whereby negative
ratings can suggest that a child exhibits negative behaviors while in fact the child may be
acting similarly to another child whom has not received prior negative treatment from
said teacher. Within this context, a teacher has the potential to influence a child’s overall
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educational abilities and performance based on preconceived assumptions based on race,
class, and gender.
Below are the findings of this research that specifically examined how bias at
certain decision making points in the educational system influence teacher judgements
and the disposition of disciplinary actions. The study explains how historically
developed race-based stereotypes still impact African American education because of
racial thinking about individual and group academic abilities as well as the interactive
effect of race with the cultural capital and socioeconomic status of African Americans.
First the literature on race-based stereotypes provides a detailed description of the historic
relationship between race and educational bias. Then, how race is historically linked to
educational disparities through teacher bias is discussed. Following, the findings discuss
how African American culture is seen as different and possibly not the optimal culture for
high achievement in education. A similar argument is then presented to show how
teachers’ perceptions and assumptions on race and socioeconomic status (poverty)
impacts educational attainment. Race is not always identified as a variable in the
literature; however, race is implied where low socioeconomic status is often seen as being
synonymous with being black.
The second set of findings focus on bias in decision making impacts teachers’
judgment and differential disciplinary actions and recommendations for African
American students. It is important to note that not all of the literature reviewed explicitly
uses the actual term “teacher bias”. However, the literature does explain how and where
teacher bias-perceptions or choices affects the educational attainment of African
American students.
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Historical Race-Based Stereotypes Reflected in Education
Bias is both formed and revealed in the way people are viewed and the
perceptions placed on an individual or group’s actions (Pronin, Gilovich and Ross 2004).
The problem with this is that African Americans have historically been stereotyped as
less than and not possessing the same morality and intellectual capabilities as whites.
While African Americans were the first to develop a well-rounded public education
system in this country, the system was quickly co-opted by whites who then shifted the
focus of African American education to steer African Americans where whites saw them
to be best suited -- as compliant and subservient agricultural workers or teachers to
produce a new age of African American youth for this particular labor force (Anderson
1988). This co-option is what Ladson-Billings and Tate (1995) describes as the 5 th tenant
of CRT, that is, the blatant white supremacy structuring of an institution to maintain the
power of whiteness and the subordination of people of color.
The perception that African Americans are unable to perform tasks outside of
agricultural work or other menial labor jobs has translated into them being regarded as
incapable of engaging in rigorous academic work (Anderson 1988, Butchart 1988).
Mathematics is considered one of those rigorous academic areas, and is also an
educational field that is predominantly composed by white males (Agirdag, Van
Avermaet and Van Houtte 2013, Riegle-Crumb and Humphries 2012). This overrepresentation is to some extent controlled by teachers’ expectations of students. African
Americans are assumed to have less capabilities in math courses, meaning they are also
assumed to be less likely to perform well in math. Thus, teachers do not avidly work
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with African American students or consider them to be good candidates to move into
more advanced math classes (Riegle-Crumb and Humphries 2012).
Science is another category of learning where white males are overrepresented
and African Americans are underrepresented. Again, similar reasoning of student
capabilities and performance behind the underrepresentation in math applies. Mutegi
(2013) argues it is teachers who decide which students are not capable of doing the work,
who gets into the class, and who gets the help necessary to achieve once in the class.
Within this context, teacher bias or stereotypes about African American capabilities are
linked to racial disparities in the composition of math and science classes and
consequently their representation in math and science professions.
This belief among teachers in the differential capabilities and performance of
students is not new, and relates to both views of individual efforts and educational
opportunities. Schuman 1969 (cited by Bobo, Charles, Krysan, Simmons 2012), was the
first to provide systematic evidence that whites believe African Americans were
disadvantaged due to their own free will, not lack of opportunity or resources. His
findings reveal that whites believe problems occur with integration and there is
resentment by whites of the social advances African Americans made and attempt to
make; these resentments flow over into all avenues of society where resources and
opportunities are competed over (Bobo, Charles, Krysan et al. 2012).
A similar belief was prevalent during and after Reconstruction. During this era, it
was believed African Americans had little mental capacity for liberal arts learning and it
was best for them to stick to agricultural work, service work, and non-managerial work,
or positions lacking authority. In general, any type of educational training that would
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give them power or control in the workplace (Anderson 1988). This system of learning
and teaching has now shifted from forcing African Americans into actual schools that
only produced agricultural workers or menial service jobs (Anderson 1988), to excluding
or prohibiting their advancement in areas of study that would produce a STEM career
(Mutegi 2013, Riegle-Crumb and Humphries 2012).
With the systematic isolation of the majority of African American students away
from the minority of African American teachers, there has been a consistent shift or push
of African American students into a realm where they are not viewed in the same
developmental light as their white peers (Lewis 2003). Although the view of African
Americans as suitable only for agricultural or service work has been somewhat modified,
they are still regarded as having a ceiling on their educational possibilities due to racial
stereotypes constructed about them long before they entered their first school house.
Unfortunately, historical race-based stereotypes as they relate to African
American education, have filtered into several different teacher decision making points in
today’s schools system where it is assumed that.
African Americans are weak in the areas of STEM. These assumptions can be
further explained by Bobo (2012), who argues that it is believed that African American
students perform at low levels based on their own free will (similar to the historic racebased stereotypes), or because of the perceived differences in cultural capital and
socioeconomic backgrounds.
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Bias and Decision Making
Cultural Capital
Cultural capital denotes the amount of good will ascribed to one’s culture; the
value placed on a group’s culture in comparison to the value placed on the dominant
culture; or the possibility of social mobility associated with one’s culture (Agirdag et al.
2013, Bailey and Boykin 2001, Bates and Glick 2013, Dee 2004, Dee 2005, Downey and
Pribesh 2004, Driessen 2015, Irizarry 2015). In this section, I consider how advances or
preferences given to a student when a teacher accepts that student’s cultural capital or
may even, presumably share the same culture as the student is discussed.
Same race teacher/student paring or have having a teacher who shares similar
cultural relevance is a study topic frequently discussed and used to examine how teachers
evaluate their students (Agirdag et al. 2013, Bates and Glick 2013, Driessen 2015,
Irizarry 2015). The literature on this topic uses the basic question: do same race
teacher/student relationships result in better teacher student evaluations? The answers
provided for this question, despite varying methodological approaches, come to the same
general conclusion that it is not explicitly evident that having the same race teacher will
result in good student evaluations, both academically and disciplinary. However, same
race teachers are more likely to return positive evaluations on a student when the
relationship is between an African American teacher and student as opposed to an
African American student paired with a white teacher (Bailey and Boykin 2001, Dee
2004, Dee 2005, Downey and Pribesh 2004)
White teacher ratings of African American students are consistent with societal
stereotypes of African American academic performance as being low, and such teacher
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ratings include the perception that African Americans are against or opposed to education
(Bates and Glick 2013). Minority students not only excel in class when they are paired
with a minority teacher, they are also evaluated differently than when paired with a white
teacher (Dee 2004). A discussion of oppositional culture versus teacher bias appears
frequently in the literature that examines educational disparities through a cultural capital
lens. The paring of an African American student with a teacher from the same race
arguably builds a bridge with students around culture similarities that assists with
dispelling this false notion of oppositional culture (Downey and Pribesh 2004).
Frequently, African American students of different backgrounds exhibit behaviors
in class that are culturally accepted in their homes, but some (White and Bentley)
teachers might see those actions as culturally unacceptable in the classroom. This
misperception can completely devalue the cultural capital of African Americans of
distinct socio-economic groups and/or in general by not accepting differences in culture
beyond what is assumed as the cultural norm for their behavior outside of school inside
of school (Bailey and Boykin 2001). These behaviors can range from constant movement
(walking around the classroom, tapping a pencil/pen, bouncing or shaking legs), speaking
loudly, or various facial expressions. These findings indicate teacher bias as a lack of
acceptance for a behavior that is only seen as troubling when the student interacts with a
white teacher who conveys little consideration of the context of a student’s behavior.
Also, it shows the absence of any attempt on the teacher’s part to understand the culture
of African Americans students who live in the neighborhoods in which their schools are
located. This could lead to the teacher making assumptions and decisions regarding these
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students abilities and behavior based on their own experiences and values (Bailey and
Boykin 2001).
Having a teacher who does not understand and/or accepts your cultural
background will most likely tend to adopt stereotypes based on their presumed race and
can quickly lead to behaviors not only being labeled as wrong, but also as “troubling.”
These actions lead to self-fulfilling prophecy of failure for students as teachers solidify a
bias for disciplining students from a particular background compared to their peers from
other backgrounds (Agirdag et al. 2013). Teacher expectations are also lowered in
schools where the majority of students are from working class backgrounds and
neighborhoods. This adds another layer of bias that students and their parents of different
racial backgrounds face from teachers that can have an impact on educational disparities
(Agirdag et al. 2013). Teachers frequently subscribe to the idea of the American dream,
with the idea of education being the main driver of social mobility and success (Johnson
2014). Correspondingly, teachers, and Americans in general, believe in a meritocracy,
which suggest that success and failure in education, for example, is the result of
individual effort and values, not differential resources and opportunities (Johnson 2014).
Driessen (2015) explains that minority teachers are thought to be more racially
symmetric, meaning that minority teachers treat students the same way no matter what
their race is, which may be a reason they have higher evaluations for minority students.
They also have higher evaluations for all students in general. He argues that on the other
side of the coin African American teachers are held to a higher standard than white
teachers, and that higher standard can force them to have harsher evaluations of their
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students so they would not be looked upon as weak, or as if they are not adapting to the
school’s performance status quo.
Frasier and Fisher (1982) further explain that the dynamics of a teacher’s
classroom evaluations of African American students, and the differing treatment of
students based on their culture alone, are indicative of the climate in the classroom and
the treatment of individuals in that classroom who are disadvantaged. They believe that
with high levels of disproportionate negative treatment of students based on their culture,
the individuals who feel and or see that treatment will begin to act out. For teachers who
are there to control the overall climate of the classroom, if they gauge the class to have a
lot of students with oppositional culture or who they assume oppose education generally,
the teacher’s instruction and conduct in the classroom will reflect such presumptions of
their students (Fraser and Fisher 1982). Even if a teacher has the students’ best interest in
mind, they can still differentially influence students’ educational trajectories through their
presumptions and biases.
Emdin (2016) describes teachers who come to urban schools with high numbers
of African Americans, particularly from low-income neighborhoods with the idea that
they are there to “save” these children from a confused educational setting. In the minds
of these teachers the students are still not capable of learning the same way as whites.
The teachers with this mentality tend to teach the students specific test material so they
can pass a test -- and not simply teach them broad materials that would enable them to
think critically and pass any test. In doing so, the teachers described by Emdin (2016) are
arguably stripping specific groups of urban African American students of their cultural
capital and assuming that they have limited educational ability.
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A related concept, cultural relevance, not only affects the treatment of African
American students in the classroom, it also influences the curriculum and teacher’s
overall pedagogy. For example, Howard (2001) speaks of culturally relevant teaching,
which is a teaching strategy that can counteracts the disconnect between African
American students and white teachers or any teacher who is not of a similar cultural
and/or socio-economic background. He identifies both good and bad examples of
culturally relevant teaching and explains that the purpose of culturally relevant teaching
is to incorporate aspects of the culture of African Americans from the same neighborhood
and African Americans in general into the classroom. Accordingly, classrooms
incorporating culturally relevant teaching generally have a community or family feel
within the classroom (similar to the community feel during segregated African American
schools), and a learning environment that is seen as entertaining and fun. He concludes
that these positive, interactive relationships formulate a better environment for African
American students because they feel as if the culture they bring from home has a place in
the classroom and valued by teachers as well.
Some education scholars believe that certain African American homes have high
levels of physical activity or action with increased amounts of various stimulation (Bailey
and Boykin 2001). In a culturally relevant teaching classroom there will be traits of this
perceived home activity in the classroom, and the teachers will likely not punish kids
who seem to be inattentive to the mundane realities of a typical classroom setting (Bailey
and Boykin 2001). For culturally relevant teaching to take place, the teacher must be
aware that incorporating the student’s cultural experiences the right way empowers the
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student intellectually, socially, emotionally, and politically through a sense of agency
(Ladson-Billings 1994).
On the other hand, when the race and/or cultural background of the teacher and
their students are not similar then more likely will there be a lack of cultural relevance in
the curricular and teaching methods, as well as assumptions about the students’ behavior
and academic potential. Having low levels of cultural respective inclusion can lead to the
alienation of the students who do not feel as accepted. As a possible remedy to this
frequent disconnect between African American students and their teachers, some scholars
believe that incorporating music, hand clapping, and visual stimulation, which are
perceived to be important aspects of cultural expression within some African American
homes, will serve to enhance the intellectual growth of African American students (Allen
and Boykin 1992).
In relation to this same trend of thought, Matias (2013) argues that it is important
for white teachers to examine their own whiteness and how it affects a child’s education,
as well as their approach to being a teacher who supports culturally relevant teaching. He
suggests when white teachers’ co-op culturally relevant teaching they must ask
themselves if doing so is genuine, and if they have the ability to focus on other races
without interjecting their whiteness. Further, teachers must also think about how their
new approach will be taken by the students of color. Examining whiteness in school and
teaching is a topic rarely talked about in educational literature. If whiteness and white
culture was not seen as the dominant influence in society norms, including education,
there would be no need for a term such as oppositional culture that Ogbu discusses.
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Having a teacher who is the same race and/or similar cultural background can
potentially play a role in the student’s evaluations, which means that it can also play a
role in how that student is viewed while in school if that same race teacher evaluates the
students with engaging terms. Downey and Pribesh (2004) make a point that receiving a
good report is crucial, but receiving a bad evaluation does stick with a child longer than
receiving a good report. Once a child is labeled as being ‘troubled’ or a ‘troubled
student’, that characterization holds more value and transitions with the child as they
progress through their educational experience (Downey and Pribesh 2004, Okonofua and
Eberhardt 2015).
Failing to accept the culture of African American students in the school settings
can have varying effects on them. It can strip their cultural capital, while simultaneously
highlighting or prioritizing the cultural capital of whites, and causing students to view
themselves or their culture as the unexpected or opposed to. Claiming the culture
responses or actions of white students are the only responses acceptable in school negates
the possibility that any other actions or cultures have a legitimate claim to the educational
arena. Stripping cultural capital from African American student may cause them to
believe that their culture is not accepted due to their own actions and practices. It
potentially negates or diminishes the historical power over their culture and emphasizes
the power of whites to decide whose culture is more significant.
Within the realm of the cultural capital discourse, at each teacher decision making
point there is the opportunity for assumed beliefs about the culture of African American
students, and what teachers expect as normative behavior from students to influence
decisions. The discussion of cultural capital herein indicates African American students
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have a better rate of academic achievement when they are taught by teachers of their own
race or by teacher who share cultural relevance. This is not simply due to the teacher
allowing same race students to get away with certain behaviors or actions. It is due to
that teacher having cultural respect for that student’s behaviors and actions, and not
regarding those actions as a threat and labeling the African American student as being “at
risk”. Cultural relevant teaching strategies is a good example of how a white teachers
and non-white teachers who do not share cultural relevance to African American students
can relay the message that they accept the culture of African American students. Within
the concept of cultural capital, teachers have the ability to decide what they deem as the
appropriate way for a student and that student’s parents to participate in the educational
process.
Socioeconomic Status (SES) and Educational Outcomes
African Americans are not a homogenous group but vary by socio-economic
status and other social and cultural factors. However, they are often perceived as
belonging to a low-socioeconomic group and/or poverty stricken. The connection
between race and poverty is usually discussed in studies on disparities in educational
outcomes. Poverty magnifies the existing racial disparities in education (Skiba et al.
2005). The expectations teachers have of African Americans often correspond to
expectations of students living in poverty. Teachers tend to have low expectations for
minority students in poverty and higher expectations for majority students who are not in
poverty (Speybroeck et al. 2012). Here, the belief is that individuals, families and
communities are poverty stricken because of their lack of effort and/or because they do
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not value education.(Johnson 2014, Kozol 1991, Tyson 2011). Consequently, students
who fall into this category are treated as if they do not value education simply because
their parents did not have the whereabouts or value system to lift them out of poverty.
Teachers have been shown to have low expectations for students based on their low
socioeconomic status, and they treat such students as if their educational ability is below
average, just because they live below or near the poverty line. The students in turn note
the way they are being treated and begin to perform to the teacher’s low expectations
(Speybroeck et al. 2012).
Additionally, schools located in low income, working class neighborhoods lack
educational and recreational facilities, qualified teachers to challenge students, funding to
insure adequate educational supplies, and influential voices to speak out against atrocities
(Johnson 2014, Kozol 1991, Tyson 2011). Some teachers who teach in these schools or
who teach children from low SES backgrounds feel students are poor due to a culture of
poverty typified by parents who supposedly do not value education, and therefore, the
children themselves do not value education (Gorski 2008, Cooper, Corsone, Suizzo,
Pituch 2009, Copper 2010, Fan, Williams, Wolters 2011).
When examining publics schools alone, Rhodes and DeLuca (2014) found that
70% of the students who attend those schools are assigned based on their address. As a
result, students who attend under resourced schools in low-income neighborhoods often
do not have the family income to relocate in order to attend a better equipped school in a
“good neighborhood”. This aspect of families in low incomes areas, or in some cases
non-low income areas, not having the ability to move to a better school zone is

64

downplayed and often presented as if families chose to live and send their children to a
school that receives less funding.
Teachers’ perception of students from low incomes areas are further influenced
by the level of parental involvement. Parental involvement is regarded as a key in the
educational success of students (Cooper et al. 2009, Cooper 2010, Fan et al. 2012), and is
broader than a parent showing up at school to check on their child. Parental involvement
can be labeled as “good” parental involvement if a parent is a Parent Teacher Association
(PTA) member, a donor and an upstanding member of society (Johnson 2014, Tyson
2011). Quite often, a child living in poverty has parents or one parent who cannot attend
school functions or participate in school organized events (Copper et al. 2009, Copper
2010, Fan et al. 2011). This can be due to the parent working multiple low wage jobs, a
lack of dependable transportation to the school, or the proximity between the child’s
school and home. Parents from low-income households are also intimidated to attend and
speak out at public forums and meetings.
Even though a parent may be fully involved with their child’s education and
general home life, if they cannot make a school function, volunteer their service or give a
financial donation, they often are regarded as not being involved in the manner that
illustrates “good” parental involvement (Posey-Maddox 2014). Here again, teacher’s
perception of the student and their home life impacts how the student is judged and
treated in class. Some scholars even suggest teachers blame students for their poverty
and then label them low performers because of their parents low educational attainment
and earnings (Skiba et al. 2005, Speybroeck et al. 2012).
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Socioeconomic status serves as an amplifier for racial discrimination inside of
schools (Skiba et al. 2005). First, African American children who are impoverished have
a double stigma attached to them. They face historical racial stereotypes that associate
them with being inferior in every social arena. Secondly, being impoverished places yet
another stigma on them suggesting they and their parents do not value education
(Johnson 2014). “Poverty,” “poor,” or “living in a ‘bad’ neighborhood” are current terms
analogous to racial stereotypes from the pre-civil rights movement era when whites
openly used derogatory racial slurs towards African Americans. In current times,
teachers and school officials use the terms associated with poverty to ascribe negative
values to the educational abilities of African American youth (Carter 2012). These
negative terms referencing a student’s poverty are accepted in polite conversation and
used rampantly.
The teacher decision making points revealed when one reviews considerations of
socioeconomic status may seem very similar to those under cultural capital. This is due
to teachers subscribing to beliefs about their African American students that coincide
with the previous discussion regarding cultural capital and the culture of poverty. Low
socioeconomic status for African American students serves to amplify differential
educational treatment by teachers (Speybroeck et al. 2012). Teachers who subscribe to
the American Dream and meritocracy reject students whose home life do not fit this
dominant narrative of individual success and failure (Johnson 2014). Teachers who
accept these ideals also often accept the negative ideals associated with the culture of
poverty (Cooper et al. 2009, Gorski 2008). Based on their acceptance of these ideals,
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teachers may decide to treat a student differently based on their assumed lack of parental
involvement, and may treat them differently based on their SES alone.
Teacher Judgement and Outcomes
Bias in decision making and teacher judgement do have differential outcomes.
This last section of the findings chapter examines teacher bias through the supposed
colorblind, safe terminology of “teacher judgement.” The study reviewed the literature
that examine points in the educational system where teachers exercise “judgement” and
how the individual beliefs of teachers can influence their judgement. Teacher judgement
can be associated with a direct action as teachers have the ability to pass judgement in
their classroom without consulting outside resources (L. Lewis and Kim 2008), as if they
are the judge and the jury. Problems with teachers passing judgement occur when their
judgement reflects their biases and intentional or unintentional discrimination that results
in inequality in the schools. This section examines various decision making points when
teacher judgement comes into play and the implications for African American students.
This section concludes with an examination of disciplinary differences which is a direct,
negative action which can result from the exercise of teacher judgement.
Teacher Judgement
There are several areas of teacher judgement linked to effective teaching. In this
study, eight points are identified and include (1) teachers’ attitudes on daily duties,
(2) teacher perceptions on advanced placement and special education, (3) classroom
environment and teacher student relationships, (4) teacher expectations, (5) curriculum
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pace, (6) how class stigma effects teachers’ behavioral judgement, (7) re-segregation of
schools, and (8) educating teacher candidates. Teachers themselves are one factor most
educational researchers agree greatly affects a student’s achievement, and while all
students can potentially benefit from having effective teachers, those with low
socioeconomic status benefit more. Having an effective teacher is labeled as a variable
that does allow for the possibility of continued achievement in the following grade,
especially for elementary aged students (Konstantopoulos 2009).
Teachers’ attitudes regarding their, the teachers, daily activities in the classroom
and their interactions with the students shape the students’ educational attainment. If the
teacher displays an adverse attitude about or towards their students based on their
socioeconomic status and race, it will have an adverse effect on the students’ educational
attainment (Halvorsen et al. 2008). Teachers who accept that they can control the
outcome in the classroom and their students’ educational attainment, in turn, develop a
higher expectation regarding their students’ performance. With an increase in teachers
claiming responsibility for their classroom, it’s believed their negative assumptions of
students drop and the educational attainment of the students’ rise. However, it is harder
for this ideal to take shape in classrooms with low socioeconomic student backgrounds.
The stigma and the amplified stigma associated with poor and/or low-income African
Americans and the assumptions that go along with being poor seem to not eliminate
themselves when a teacher assumes responsibility for their classroom (Halvorsen et al.
2008).
Teachers have the freedom to determine what a child’s educational ability is
based on their own judgements, and then place that child in general classes, advanced
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classes or refer that child to special education. These assessments can be influenced by
biases and negative assumptions (Begeny et al. 2008). Not only can teachers refer
students for advance placement classes or for learning disabled classes, they also control
the everyday instruction through development of lesson plans and how to approach the
material that is to be presented in the classroom. The material more often is presented in
such that it reflects their own cultural relevance. Additionally, if a teacher develops a
belief about a student’s educational ability, whether good or bad, he/she can pass that
belief along to other teachers with whom that student may come into contact as they
advance to the next grade (Begeny et al. 2008). Consequently, consistent and
accumulated negative evaluations are given and the student may eventually drop out of
school.
Poor educational outcomes such as dropping out is an issue that not only effects
below average African American students, it is a matter that also affects above average
intelligence African American students (Ford and Harris 1996). This phenomenon has
also been linked to possible student-teacher connection where African American students
who are above average intelligence and dropout, report that they were alienated by the
teacher (Ford and Harris 1996). For African American (and other) students much of their
educational outcome depends on the relationship with the teacher and that teacher’s
assumptions about them. If a student does not feel their teacher believe in their abilities,
they will not perform. Moreover, if that teacher openly shows they do not expect a
student to be able to handle a task, this will further entice a student to underperform
(Ford and Harris 1996).
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This is an issue more so for African American students because they are more
often than not taught by white teachers. White teachers more likely will bring with them
various negative biases and assumptions about African Americans and their educational
ability, which can cause African American students to have more difficult student teacher
relationships (Ford and Harris 1996). Also, there are few white teachers who either live
in African American communities or have training on how to examine their own biases.
Ford (1996) points to better teacher-student relationships between white and African
Americans through a self-examination of teachers’ personal racial biases and lack of
racial mixing or exposure to African American culture. Addressing the lack of
knowledge about teacher bias, African American culture, and addressing cultural
differences in a positive form, could aid in dismantling the achievement gap (Ford and
Harris 1996).
The expectations teachers have of their students is another variable central to the
educational development of a child (Hinnant et al. 2009). It is in the early years that a
student develops the key tools of reading, writing , and mathematics, having positive
expectations of children in the development of such skills who come from disadvantaged
areas has a larger impact on such students than on students who are from well-to-do areas
(Hinnant et al. 2009). Meaning that students who come from impoverished
neighborhoods have a higher attainment level in education if they receive better
education tools in the early years of school. When compared to kids that come from
well-to-do families, those students generally do fine if they do not receive those same
educational tools early in school. This is possible because those families from well-to-do
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neighborhoods have more opportunities for outside educational assistance to make up for
the tools not originally gained in the early years of school.
Direct teacher judgement as it relates to the speed or time frame necessary to
cover certain curricula is also an area that is affected by teacher biases. Teachers have
been shown to move on with a lessons if the dominant group members (those who share
the dominant white middle class standards of education) in the class grasp the material,
leaving the minority students (those who do not share those middle class white standards)
behind (Hoge and Coladarci 1989). This in turn sends a message to that group of
minority students that they are unimportant and a message to the dominant group that
only their achievements matter. Not to say that all of the student in either group are
primarily white or non-white, but the members in each group either share the assumed
standard of middle class whiteness or they do not.
On a study where teachers where shown various videos of student behaviors and
then asked to judge those behaviors, teacher’s responses where directly correlated with
what they were told about each group. Teachers were told if the classes they were
watching on the videos were good classes or bad classes. When judging the classes
deemed to be bad classes, teachers more frequently reported seeing behavior that was
negative or problematic (Ladd and Linderholm 2008). Similarly, many of the images that
are shown of African American students in popular media, may signal to some white
teachers, who have not had previous contact with African American students, that most
African American students are potentially “trouble makers”.
Mazama and Lundy (2012) discuss this imagery of African Americans in terms of
white teachers claiming colorblindness while either knowingly or unknowingly
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simultaneously assuming that African Americans share the traits of laziness, lack of
intellect and are inherently drawn towards criminal acts. These shared beliefs that
address how some of the white teachers can easily accept that their African American
students are “troubled” and inadequately prepared to be educated.
With the re-segregation of schools there are daunting issues that arise for new
teacher candidates. According to Michael-Luna and Marri (2010) these new teacher
candidates have the possibility of being placed in a school filled with students from a
race, socioeconomic class, and culture they have never been around nor understand.
Having teachers with all of these unknowns and/or gaps in information about the
population they are going to teach aids in breeding the introduction of teacher biases, and
failing to require some form of training to combat these separations between new
teachers and students who maybe socially and culturally different leaves open the
possibility of perpetuation of inherent stereotypes and racial and other forms of biases
(Michael-Luna and Marri 2010).
There are areas where teacher judgement occurs and has the possibility to touch
all of the teacher’s decision making points which can greatly impact a student’s
educational ability and educational track. As a result, teacher biases can potentially
negatively affect a student’s educational outcome and disciplinary measures deployed.
Disciplinary Differences

Discipline inside the realm of education is regarded as a necessity. That necessity

is based on the assumption that there is a need to keep order or derail the conduct of those
who oppose general rules of compliance while participating inside educational
institutions (Lewis and Diamond 2015, Pas et al. 2011). The analysis presented in this
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section is not focused on whether there is a legitimate need for disciplinary actions, but
rather on how disciplinary actions are handed out to the students. The disparities in
discipline originate with the individuals who are able to refer students for disciplinary
actions (Bates and Glick 2013, McIntosh et al. 2015, Okonofua and Eberhardt 2015, Pas
et al. 2011). It is believed many of such individuals hold in their minds a preconceived
concept regarding the identity of students who are likely to be disruptive and whose
actions warrant disciplinary intervention.
From the 1972-1973 to the 2009-2010 school year there was a national increase in
suspensions overall for all groups -- White, Black, Latino, American Indian, and Asian
Pacific Islander. The only one of those groups who saw a decrease at any time during
that 37-year period were Asian Pacific Islanders. Most groups saw an increase of 1.1%
to about 6%, while suspensions of African Americans doubled from 11.8% to 24.3%
(Losen and Martinez 2013). This increase when examined based on race/ethnicity
displays a huge disparity. The drastic increase in discipline for African Americans may
be based on two possible reasons. It can be interpreted as either African Americans are
the ones who are actually committing more punishable offenses in school, or they are
thought to be the ones whose behavior is labeled as being more offensive thus warranting
suspension.
The tale of suspension rates is also important because it provides information
regarding how many students are placed in either in-school suspension or in out-ofschool suspension. Both of these options lead to time out of the classroom and place the
student behind his cohort. Suspension numbers have also been correlated with an
increase in the dropout rate of school age children. There is a double increase in the
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drop-out rate, from 16% to 32%, when a child has been suspended even if it is just one
time (Losen and Martinez 2013). Since African Americans are suspended at a higher
rate, they are more at risk for dropping out.
Okonofua and Eberhardt (2015) argue these racial disparities in suspension are
directly linked to the disparities in the educational achievement gap. They argue that the
name of a student can trigger a thought process in a teacher’s mind that will enable the
teacher to deem the student with the more African American sounding name as being
appropriate to suspend as opposed to a student with a white sounding name. According
to the researchers, teachers are then more likely to extend the label of trouble maker to
African American youth, a label that remains attached throughout the course of their
education.
Okonofua and Eberhardt (2015) further explain that teachers view their decision
to have disciplinary action taken against an African American student as not being based
on the fact that the student is African American, but because the student has been
formerly labeled a ‘trouble maker’. However, the problem here is that African American
students are labeled ‘trouble makers’ at a higher rate than their white counterparts with
the same behavior transgressions because of teacher bias and stereotypes. Okonofua and
Eberhardt reference several studies that show how teacher’s own perception/bias can
directly and negatively influence a child’s educational experience.
Similarly Bates and Glick (2013) argue that teachers have been shown to use a
child’s perceived background to determine if that child will be suspended or have other
disciplinary action. If that teacher believes the student has come from a background of
poverty, African American “counterculture” environment, or has parents who do not
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display acceptable or enough parental involvement, that teacher is more likely to view
that child’s behavior as a problem and recommend disciplinary actions against that child.
The teacher gets to directly interject his/her own perception of the student when making
decisions about behavior and what actions should be taken. Researchers also form that
teachers discipline African American students at a higher rate based on their assumptions
regarding their behavior. Although such behavior may be the same as their white
counterparts, the behavior of African American students is viewed differently, handled
harsher, and the student is judged as requiring school disciplinary action more often
(Bates and Glick 2013, McIntosh et al. 2015, Okonofua and Eberhardt 2015, Pas et al.
2011).
African Americans also have higher rates of office discipline referrals (ODR’s)
under zero tolerance policies. McIntosh et al. (2015) explain that many ODR’s are a
result of ‘defiant behaviors’ interpreted by facial expressions or demeanors. African
Americans receive ODR’s for more subjective reasons as opposed to whites who receive
them for more objective reasons. For example, since it is up to teachers or other school
officials to directly hand out the ODR, African Americans may receive an ODR for
rolling their eyes, or for other actions perceived as disruptive including speaking too
loudly in class. Typically, whites will receive ODR’s for vandalism, smoking, or
fighting. The teacher or school official is able to personally identify and gauge what they
perceive as an act that is defiant, threatening, or against the norm and deem it to be
punishable.
The choice that is made is based on a preconceived notion regarding what is or is
not appropriate behavior and may be due to biases they may have towards another group.
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For example, while white students may be disruptive or talk loud in class, their behavior
is not seen in the same light as the behavior of African American students (McIntosh et
al. 2015). African American students who may be subject to discipline are seen not only
for their actions in front of the disciplining teacher, they are also gauged by the actions
that teacher sees being displayed by African Americans elsewhere – whether those
actions have been viewed directly by the teacher first hand or merely seen through a
media outlet. Thus, African American students are viewed as encompassing the negative
traits stereotypically linked to their group and hence punished the way the teacher sees
fit.
These choices that are being made by teachers who observe the same student
behavior but develop different responses based on the race of the student point to explicit
and implicit bias. Explicit bias is that which is done consciously and knowingly and is
viewed as a racist act or a manifestation of racism; implicit bias is a collection of
generalized or systematic opinions regarding a group based on limited exposure and
generalized assumptions (McIntosh et al. 2015)
Pas et al (2011) further describe ODR’s as being linked to dropout rates,
educational skill deficits, and teacher claimed aggression. According to these
researchers, one generally sees higher disbursement of ODR’s in large classes where
teachers have low levels of experience. They argue that teacher aggression is a
dangerous concept to untangle especially in a case where the teacher is using implicit bias
as a tool to pass out ODR’s. The teacher is falsely passing out ODR’s based on his
preconceived notions and then blaming the students for their behaviors that are really not
misbehaviors at all, but just thought to be misbehaviors by the teacher. The researchers
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conclude that it can be expected after the teacher punishes the student based on their own
false notion that a teacher may then become aggravated and continue the cycle which was
started from his/her implicit bias.
Based on the exercise of teacher judgement there are many, different, varied
decisions a teacher can make. However, disciplinary differences are one of the most
troubling decision-making points where teacher judgment can be exercised. An African
American student who witnesses a white student displaying the same actions he himself
displays but then sees a different, less harsh disciplinary result for the white student can
begin to question the value he should place on an institution that openly treats him
differently (Lewis and Diamond 2015). Most of the behavior for which a student is
punished is done in the open, and the resultant discipline is also known and observable.
Openly discriminating against one group of students regarding the appropriate
punishment for behavior infractions causes those students receiving the differential
punishment to question their value in the education institution.
Concluding Thoughts
The examination presented in this chapter looked at variables which can be linked
to the construction and interjection of teacher bias in elementary schools and how those
interjections of teacher bias can potentially relate to the educational gap. Through an
examination of historical racial stereotypes in education, the persistence of similar
stereotypes at decision-making points, along with biases based on differences in cultural
capital and socioeconomic status and, teacher judgements, the differential treatment of
students and the impact of these on the educational attainment of African American
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students were discussed. This study has gone a step further than most by not merely
focusing on current trends, but by analyzing some causes of contemporary trends and bias
with historic racist beginnings in the educational system. The findings illustrate how
historic beliefs have been transformed into current assumptions about the abilities of
African American students and impacts on their educational outcome.
In general, there is little other research that addresses the linkages and
recommendations for systemic and cultural changes. Emdin (2016) attempts to draw a
proposal for teaching in the “hood”, which is his attempt to correct the differential
treatment of African American students by white teachers. While his work does propose
some new curriculum approaches regarding relating coursework to African American
students, it does not do enough justice to examining the historical race-based assumptions
that are prevalent in our educational system today, nor does it detail ways to combat such
assumptions. Others such as Losen and Martinez (2013) offer concrete policy measures
that may adjust levels of school punishment to aid in offsetting the disproportionate
treatment of African American students in the area of school punishment. To fully
address the issues revolving around teacher bias and their implications regarding the
differential treatment of Africa American students and the educational gap, there has to
be more intersectional research done which can encompass all of the possible aspects that
lead to the problem. Focusing on one or a few of the issues can only highlight that area,
and may overshadow or diminish other areas.

78

CHAPTER IV
CONCLUSION & DISCUSSION
According to Critical Race Theory, racism exists in all the social
institutions in the USA including the education system. This research found that there are
various instances that teachers have the possibility to interject their own racial bias
towards students. Further, current racial thinking about African Americans and their
educational ability and value system was found to be linked to historical race-based
stereotypes and may potentially be the cause of bias held and displayed by teachers.
Below, is an analysis of the evolution of teacher bias and the importance of examining
teacher bias in elementary school is discussed. Additionally, how teacher bias can
potentially affect or shape three school policy areas that directly impacts African
American students is described. The policy areas discussed are (1) convergence between
schools and communities, (2) school dress codes, and (3) zero-tolerance policies. These
various policies are examined by race and gender and social class then analyzed using
Critical Race Theory.
The final section of this conclusion chapter discusses two possible changes
necessary to combat teacher bias along with suggestions for future research. The
information presented thus far follows a historical timeline surrounding teacher bias
towards African Americans in the American school system. This historical trajectory is
important because it highlights the early experiences of African Americans in our
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schools, bias toward them, and the changes or ideological shifts in these biases that buoy
educational inequality. The historical trajectory is also important when examining
current trends in disparities in education towards African Americans. Connecting the
historical references of teacher bias with the current trends indicate consistent
occurrences of bias in decision making and supports the idea that there is institutional
racism in the education system.
Evolution of Teacher Bias
Teacher bias inside the American public education system towards African
Americans started once there was white influence within the freed slave’s communal
schools. Originally, teacher bias was imposed on African Americans based on the beliefs
by whites that the ability to educate African Americans was a task that could not be done
without the injection of white control. This early white control not only resulted in the
freed slaves’ school houses changing the time structure regarding when classes took
place, it also involved the imposition of a specific curriculum and an educational cap.
This educational cap mandated that African Americans were not allowed to be
educated above a third grade level in any public school. In order to control the
educational cap for African Americans, the African Americans who were certified to
teach in these freed slave schools were subjected to strictly controlled training schools.
Anderson (1988) describes these training schools as white controlled secondary schools
where African Americans were trained to become teachers. Inside these schools, the
curriculum focused primarily on service and agricultural job training with little emphasis
the liberal arts or any other type of education. The objective was to prepare African
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American teachers with only enough knowledge to teach African American students up
to a third grade reading level. Over time as teachers began to teach students back in their
respective communities what they were taught to teach, the societal belief was that
African Americans were only capable of achieving a third grade education and
performing menial work.
This new system changed the dynamics and outcomes for African American
students. Prior, under desegregation African American students were somewhat
protected from racism in their educational environments. This arrangement was
beneficial since it also allowed students to expand their minds and receive an education
past the third grade reading level (Irvine and Irvine 1993). However, once integrated into
white schools the belief that African Americans were not fit for education or fit to be in
their schools increased. Having the ability to see whiteness as the norm allowed whites
also see non-white as abnormal and immoral. The sentiments towards African American
students from white students, school officials, and parents continued to grow and became
visible with the decision in Brown I in 1954.
It is therefore not surprising that there were several different instances of mass
resistance against the integration of public schools by whites. One such example was the
mass resistance to school integration that took place in Prince Edwards County Virginia.
Bonastia (2009) reports on the actual closings of the public schools in Prince Edward
County Virginia, and discusses the white mind frame and justifications for those closings.
These justifications were based on the belief that African American students were not
suitable for education, especially if it involved inter-mingling with white students. Thus,
whites did not feel it justifiable to use their tax dollars to fund the education of black
81

students. What is important to note here is that this ideology was held by white parents,
as well as teachers and white school officials.
With the landmark decision in Brown I in 1954, African American students were
no longer kept out of their classrooms of desegregated schools. However, historical racebased stereotypes were still prevalent in the minds of the white public including the white
school teachers and officials.
The integration of schools is a process some say still has not fully taken place,
although a large numbers of African American students began to join their white
counterparts in mixed schools post Brown I. With this increasing racial diversity of
schools, teacher bias took a new form. Inside these previously white-only schools’
African American students were now in the classrooms, but there was already a tone set
for how these new classmates would learn. White middle class values were considered
the norm for the school setting along with a Eurocentric curriculum that continued to
alienate African American students and not include them in many aspects of education
and classroom life (Mazama and Lundy 2012).
Having a norm for the school that did not fit the culture of the African American
students who came into the newly integrated schools, teachers began to see the
difference. Instead of the teachers attempting to learn or adapt to the different culture of
African Americans students, they began to regard their difference as oppositional and
treat the students as if they were resisting school altogether. This gave rise to the myth
that African American students hold an “oppositional culture” to education (AinsworthDarnell and Downey 1998). Teachers also began to interpret some of the different types
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of behavior as threatening, which over time resulted in the disproportionate disciplining
of African American students.
The culture of African American students was, and still is, also associated with
negative behavior and expectations stereotyped of low socioeconomic or poor families.
While not all African Americans are in a low socioeconomic status teachers can use this
idea of poverty to amplify what they see as negative educational characteristics (Skiba et
al. 2005). For example, a common belief is that African American and/or students from
low-income homes tend to have working class parent(s) and families who themselves did
not value education and thus the cause of their perpetual poor living situations.
These assumptions and beliefs about African American students inform the
teacher how they should treat the students in their classroom. Teachers can be affected
by these historical and contemporary race-based stereotypes in their decision making
roles at various points in the educational system. These decision making points occur
anywhere the teacher has full or partial discretion to decide on an outcome for a student
and often has educational consequences. This includes treatment of students, disposition
of discipline, evaluation of students’ academic work and behavior, rewarding students,
and motivating students in the classroom. Interjecting bias at any one, or combination of
more than one of these points, has the possibility to negatively affect the educational
outcome of a student at any juncture of his or her school life.
Importance of Elementary School Examination
While a large portion of the literature on educational disparities focuses on middle
and high school, this study focus was placed on elementary schools. It is in elementary
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school that a child’s association with school is first manifested and where a child first
learns the significance of reciprocating the information they learn. Once inside of school
a child must learn how to report the information they acquire. Along with showing the
knowledge learned the child becomes aware of how their knowledge is perceived. How
well a child’s knowledge is accepted and acknowledged is greatly influenced by his or
her relationship with the teacher and their interactions. In other words, the child bases his
or her perceived educational ability on the manner in which the teacher relates to him/her
(Cooper et al. 2009, Halvorsen et al. 2008).
Harsh treatment, or noticeable differential treatment as early as elementary school
has the capability of having an immense effect on the student more so than differential
experiences in later years of schooling. Within this context elementary school is the
foundation for a child’s education and his or her life chances. It is where a student
acquires the necessary learning tools and social components of school that are important
for navigating the education process as a whole. Having an early experience road that is
riddled with differential negative treatment in elementary school can potentially derail or
push a student’s educational ability off track. This is why there needs to be more
research examining the educational disparities that occur in elementary school in relation
to teacher bias. Not only can these research efforts explain the causes of disparities that
occur in elementary school, but these efforts may also identify a way to interject policy
solutions to help reduce disparities. Ensuring that every child has a right to the same
opportunities of fair treatment by their teacher in elementary school may help to build
better teacher /student relationships down the line and aid in combating teacher bias that
occurs in higher grades.
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Teacher Bias and School Policies
There are many school practices and policies that are affected by teacher bias. In
this conclusion chapter three policy areas that stand out are discussed below. These
include interest convergence, dress code, and zero-tolerance policies. Interest
convergence involves a mixing of the schools back with the community and allowing the
community to have more input and interaction with schools. This is similar to what
Morris (2001) described as community norm around the segregated schools attended by
African Americans students prior to Brown I. In such settings the school was the
community and the community was the school. Similarly, interest convergence would
allow for some of those same communal educational advances to be reformed through
building community connections and harnessing community investments for schools in
predominantly African American neighborhoods. Morris further explained that this sort
of setting allows for the students and the teachers to have a sense of similarity, a sense of
responsibility and a feeling of respectability towards all.
From a Critical Race Theory perspective interest convergence allows all
individuals, not just the white ruling class to have a voice. African Americans could have
an input in their offspring’s education, talk about their previous experiences and shape
their future experiences and outcomes. Without a sense of respect from the community
towards the school and from the school towards the community, there is a disconnection.
In a situation where there is no community connection the school itself may feel as if it is
not a part of the community and merely a blip in the neighborhood. Having a sense of
shared interests with mutual respect can possibly help create a stable environment for
students to achieve. Teachers will also be more sensitive and understanding of the
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importance of adopting teaching tools and curriculum that have cultural relevance. The
community on the other hand will have greater support for the school’s educational
efforts.
The second policy area where teacher bias has direct consequences focuses on
school dress code. Currently, there is little unity across schools and school districts as to
what that policy is and which of the dress code policies will be used more frequently. In
recent news media reports, young girls across the country have been standing up against
the claim they have violated dress code policies due to the nature of their clothing seen as
potentially provocative to another student. The dress code policy involves levels of
intersectionality of gender, sexuality, race/ethnicity, religion and social class. Some of
the latest interactions of the problem with the school dress code policies have involved
white girls and young women; however, there are continuous connections with school
dress code policies for African American students (Lewis and Diamond 2015, Losen and
Martinez 2013). African American women are more frequently examined through a
hypersexual lens (Holmes 2002) and all African American students are subjected to dress
code violations depending on the mannerisms and attitudes projected associated with
their dress.
Closer to home, discussions and debates (sometimes very heated) continue in
Jefferson County Public Schools in Louisville, KY on the banning of students who
choose to wear natural hair in the form of dreadlocks, afros longer than two inches,
cornrows and braids (Ross 2016, WLKY News 08/16). In these instances, there are
expressions of indignation that someone else can claim the right to determine what is, or
is not, fit to wear while in school.
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A central issue with school dress code policy is that its enforcement is completely
subjective. A teacher can see the same clothing on two different students and only decide
to punish one of the students. Students from a lower socioeconomic position are
frequently targeted due to a potential lack of available clothing or not being able to afford
certain brands that will allow them to blend in with the white middle class norm of school
culture. In general, any form of clothing that goes against the style, price, or brands
associated with those of the white middle class norms is subjected to harsher scrutiny
under current dress code policies (Lewis and Diamond 2015).
Using an intersectional lens, one can find school dress codes often target poor
African American female students with the harshest scrutiny. They carry the labels of
being African American and poor. School officials who pass out punishment for dress
code violations see those variables as being against the white male middle class norm and
treat the style of dress based on the characteristics of the student and not on the ways in
which the dress may or may not be a violation of the dress code policies (Lewis and
Diamond 2015, Skiba et al. 2005).
The final policy area where bias in decision making disproportionately affects
African Americans is that of zero-tolerance policies. These policies contribute to a
number of disparities relating to disciplinary citations within schools. Under zerotolerance policies, students are subjected to the equivalent of mandatory sentencing. That
is, schools impose required punishments for certain infractions including minimum and
maximum suspensions. The issue here is not that there are sanctions for students’ actions
while in school, but specifically how these sanctions and punishments are handed out to
students can result in racial disparities.
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Although zero-tolerance policies are believed to reflect a colorblind policy, the
suspension rates tell a different story (Losen and Martinez 2013). Suspensions under
zero-tolerance policies are handed out disproportionately to those who do not fit the
white male middle class norm. Those suspended most often are the poor and racial
minorities, most frequently African Americans. Based on the study by Losen and
Martinez (2013) African American students were punished for unthreatening behaviors
that were subjectively judged to be against school policies and therefore deemed
inappropriate. For an individual to fight against these supposed colorblind policies
having the potential to affect African Americans disproportionally; that individual has to
first argue that these policies are in fact not colorblind.
Moreover, CRT argues that laws in themselves cannot counteract the racism that
is in every facet of the social institutions and culture of America. The disproportionate
suspension rates of African Americans support the premise of CRT of white control
through the subjugation of non-whites rather than simply more African Americans is
something that is not happening due to African American students behave poorly.
Further, no one question that the disproportionality in suspensions may be caused by
biased decision, judgements and actions of teachers and school staff members. Likewise,
understanding zero-tolerance policies from an intersectional approach can potentially
help better understand that there are several interacting physical, social and culture
characteristics of any one individuals on which behavior is assessed and punishing
determined whether the student actually committed a disciplinary infraction.
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Combating Teacher Bias and Further Research
Based on the findings of this study that reviewed several different historical as
well as contemporary multidisciplinary research on teacher bias, one possible solution
emerges as a way to partially combat teacher bias. That is, culturally relevant teaching as
a transformative solution as proposed by Howard (2001). However, not necessarily in
the exact manner in which he originally described this pedagogical form. Support for
culturally relevant teaching should take the form of a call that all who plan to teach and
who are currently teaching must undergo cultural sensitive and cultural relevant teaching
curriculum and style - or risk the forfeiture of their right to teach. This would require as
CRT suggests a radical change and accountability, not merely a liberal response to the
problem of teacher bias. The solution is not to lay blame on any one individual or group
of teachers but to address racism and disparities in African American student experiences
and outcomes as a structural issue embedded in the institution.
Teacher bias is phenomenon that has existed in schools for over 150 years in
various forms as described in this thesis. In order to eradicate it there must be a direct
injection of a solution that impacts all who currently teach and who plan to teach.
Although merely forcing teachers to respect another’s culture will not immediately stop
teacher bias, it also has the potential of causing more bias if teachers resist the reasoning
behind culture relevant teaching as a pedagogy to build important connections between
teachers and their African American students. However, it is a positive way to dismantle
the personal biases to which individuals cling and can change the life trajectories of
African American students.
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In conclusion, this study provided and described reasonable linkages between
historical race-based stereotypes and teacher bias towards African Americans. However,
more research is needed that focus specifically on how gender biases of teachers and
students impact African American student experiences and outcomes. Further, the
impact of historical and contemporary stereotypes on teacher bias at other levels of the
education system will help understand the wide ranging effect on African American
students and their life chances. Specific to policy changes and teacher training the
utilization of quantitative and qualitative studies on the same and related issues is
required. This includes research that focus on personnel who have direct contact with
students and have the authority to make specific decisions impacting students’
educational progress. Examining an individual’s acknowledged beliefs regarding racebased stereotypes, as well as their potential differential decision making choices, could
help to further clarify how teacher bias affects student achievement and perpetuates other
educational inequalities in the twenty-first century.
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